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Dedication

This book is for all members of the Freedom City Five (plus or minus several):
 Mockingbird, Lightning Lady, Fathom, Riveting Rosie, Rebound, The Inspectre, Futureman, Naitram, Clark Paragon, The Reformer, Awesome Girl, Whip O’Will, Bandito Macho, Polymer, Loophole, Commander Courage, Min-Max, Hemlock the Mystic, Johnny Danger, Justicard, Adam Atlas, the Dauphin, Magnknight, Hwalee the Beastboy, The Purple Penumbra, Portman Two, Lunar Lad, The Wurst Hammer, and all the other heroes who work tirelessly to keep Freedom City safe and who inspired me to write this book.
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1
A Perfect Fall Day

The last of the summer breezes blew across New Edinburgh. The harbor was dotted with hundreds of white sails. The engines of commerce chugged up and down the River Forth, carrying coal, iron, and the other raw materials that made the Allied States of America and the Caribbean run. On the New Edinburgh Common, wealthy people walked small dogs while street vendors hawked bridies and pastelitos. In the skyscrapers of downtown, men in suits talked on telephones and held meetings. And in the streets of Pollock Hills, the addicts were waking up with the itch in their brains.
 It was the first day of school at St. Andrew’s Prep, and Julie Rouge sat in her uniform in the back of ASAC History class. The history teacher was droning on and on about the founding of the glorious nation, how the nations of America had seen the bloodshed in Europe in the Great War and wisely decided to band together lest they die separately. Julie rolled her eyes. Every couple of years they heard the same stories of the glorious founding of our glorious nation.
 She daydreamed of her sixteenth birthday. While most of her classmates would get elaborate parties in hotel ballrooms with DJs or live bands and little souvenirs for the hundreds of guests, Julie would get the right to go on patrol with her mother.
 Ten years of training. She itched to get into the fight.
 A note hit her desk, and she instantly slid a palm over it. Not that there was much danger of the teacher noticing anything. He was lost in a reverie about the early part of this century when the nations of America and the Caribbean had lain down their arms and joined hands.
 Still, a little stealth never hurt, and Julie was trained at stealth. She unfolded the note in her lap, then slid it under the mimeographed ASAC History syllabus, pulling it out to read word by word:
 
  Please come to tryouts today. I’m really nervous.

 It was unsigned, but Julie knew who it was from. She glanced over at Morag Macdonald and gave a thumbs up. Julie didn’t really have friends at school. Not with at least two hours of training every night on top of two hours of homework. But Morag — who’d been cursed with the worst of the Old Country names as well as a large, beefy frame — had attached herself to Julie, if only because they were the ones who always sat by themselves and didn’t talk to anyone.
 And Morag’s mother had been a champion field hockey player. Morag had, she said, grown up with a stick in her hand and a ball at her feet. Now she wanted to try out for the St. Andrew’s team, but she was too nervous to go by herself. So Julie had just agreed to go with her and try out for the team. She’d never picked up a hockey stick, but she was good with both a baton and a quarter staff, and she was sure she was better conditioned than anyone else on the team.
 She told herself she was doing this for Morag’s sake, and this was true, but there was also a part of Julie that chafed against the constant training and the isolation. It was comforting to know that she could incapacitate or kill just about anyone at school with barely a thought, but she looked at them and their teenage lives like a Snake Oil addicted tramp looked in the window of a fancy restaurant: it wasn’t the life she had, but it looked like fun. And completely out of reach.
 Mom would not be happy. In fact, she’d be furious. Face-so-red-it-matched-her-hair furious. There would be yelling. There would be extra training. And she’d be forbidden to join the team, of course.
 But Julie didn’t care. She was nearly sixteen, and she was going to do something normal, even if it was just for one day. After all, when you have no privileges, you can’t have any privileges taken away. Her classmates talked about being grounded like it was the worst thing in the world. But it was basically Julie’s life.
 So at three fifteen, she and Morag, wearing their St. Andrew’s Prep gym uniforms, trotted out to the field. They assembled with the rest of the players. Nobody was listening to the coach because the footballers were running by. The girls whispered and tittered, and Julie rolled her eyes. If that was what being a normal teenage girl was like, she wanted no part of it.
 And yet as Tyler McEwan ran by, his long blond hair tousled by the breeze, she did track him with her eyes for rather longer than was strictly necessary. Well, she was only human.
 No. She was metahuman.
 Practice began, and Julie’s coordination and speed almost made up for her lack of experience. Morag, on the other hand, was a wizard with the hockey stick. She scored four goals in the scrimmage at the end of tryouts. She was beaming.
 Julie knew she wouldn’t make the team. She wouldn’t get to meet Tyler McEwan. But she’d done a good thing for Morag, and she felt good about it. She’d had her brief taste of normal life. And she’d decided it wasn’t for her.
 Now it was time to go home and face her mother’s fury.
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Flight

Something was wrong. Julie flew to the ceiling.
 Heart pounding, she surveyed the entryway, trying to figure out what had tripped her internal alarm. There. The telephone table. The message pad was exactly where it should be, with perfectly sharpened pencil sitting flush against the top of the pad.
 But the right hand drawer was sticking out by maybe a quarter of an inch. Not something Mom would ever have done or allowed. Something was definitely wrong.
 Julie tried to be proud of herself for following Mom’s instructions so well. “If you ever feel like something’s wrong, it is. Don’t listen to that voice telling you that everything’s fine and you’re just being silly. That voice will get you killed.”
 She’d made noise opening the door, which meant if someone was in the house, she was now a target. Being on the ceiling might buy her a second or two, but it also meant she had no cover.
 “If anything — anything — ever goes wrong or even seems wrong, get to the Rookery. I will find you. And I will never be mad at you for going there. I will be mad if you put yourself in danger doing something stupid, though.”
 Julie wanted desperately to investigate. And, yeah, maybe to try out her combat skills. She might be two months away from being allowed to go on patrol, but she was more than ready to deal with an ordinary housebreaker.
 But then she wondered if the whole thing was a test of her discipline — a punishment for coming home late. If she failed, she might get her patrol date pushed back by weeks or even months. No. Best to follow the training.
 Julie flew to the ground, and, keeping her eyes trained on the hallway, opened the door behind her and quickly slipped out.
 Julie had three routes to the Rookery mapped out, and she’d practiced each one. She couldn’t fly — in her St. Andrew’s uniform, she’d blow their secret immediately. This wasn’t New Amsterdam, where a flying metahuman was so common it wasn’t worth mentioning. Here it would draw attention: everyone knew the metas had all left New Edinburgh years ago. And if she was being hunted, attention meant danger.
 Crowds were the best way to disappear, so Julie walked quickly, but not so quickly as to look like she was fleeing, toward Library Plaza.
 She did not look behind her, but she was very wary of the people walking toward her. Moms with strollers and couples walking hand in hand didn’t bother her. What she worried about was seeing a big guy in a dark suit walking alone. The Syndicate wasn’t subtle. They didn’t have to be. They ran the night in New Edinburgh. Some people knew this and feared them. Others didn’t know it and actually thought the Syndicate was a myth.
 But the Syndicate was real. And they surely hated Julie’s mother, who, night after night, did her best to foil their plans — breaking up beatings, preventing Snake Oil buys — no one knew when Red Talon was going to appear, and just the fear of her alone was probably costing the Syndicate money.
 She didn’t see any obvious Syndicate thugs on the street, and when she got to Library Plaza, she zigzagged through the throngs of people until she reached the library entrance. She walked with a family heading through the twin statues of Wisdom and Knowledge that flanked the door. Anyone looking would have assumed she was a sullen teen, lagging slightly behind so she wouldn’t have to deal with her parents.
 Once inside the library, Julie felt somewhat more relaxed. The marble floors meant that she’d hear the hard soles of a Syndicate enforcer’s shoes clacking behind her if she were being followed. Up the stairs to the reference area, she slipped through the Staff Only door and into the stacks. This was the most dangerous part of her journey. If anyone were going to try something, the dark, musty corridors of the stacks would be a perfect place to eliminate her without witnesses. Heart pounding, Julie really wanted to fly to the ceiling again, but she didn’t. She had to keep reminding herself that Mom was probably following and watching.
 Julie ducked into an alcove near 624: Civil Engineering — a little joke by the builders — and lightly pressed on the back. The spring-loaded secret door opened with a click, and Julie slipped inside, closing the door behind her. Now she would definitely know if someone followed. Unless that someone trained daily in the art of stealth.
 Now that she was really on her own, Julie allowed herself to fly down the stairs and through the corridor until she heard the roar of a Holyrood Line subway train going by. Which meant if anyone were behind her, she wouldn’t be able to hear them. She ducked into the subway tunnel, making sure she was on the disused Holyrood Express track.
 She flew through the dark tunnel until she reached the Woodland Hills stop. She crouched in the darkness until a train pulled in, then clambered up the end of the platform and mixed in with the crowd.
 She dared a glance behind her. She didn’t see anyone who looked like a Syndicate thug, but then you could never be sure. She followed the crowd out of the station and toward the blocks of three-decker houses where they lived. She walked purposefully into the driveway of a house she knew was vacant (Mom owned it) and quickly scaled the fence at the back without flying.
 This put her in Potterrow Cemetery. She knew every inch of the grounds, and anyone trying to follow her would have to make themselves known. The cemetery planners had covered every fence with ivy to provide privacy for grieving families, which meant that anyone wishing to snoop on the cemetery had to actually come inside the gates.
 Julie entered the meditation chapel, walked to the third pew from the front, and quickly rolled underneath, hitting the catch on the trapdoor as she did. She slid through the spring loaded door, which popped up and locked behind her.
 She gained her feet and, finally sure she hadn’t been followed, she flew along the underground passageway until she reached a wooden door. She pressed the panels in the pattern she felt she’d known since birth, the door swung open, and Julie ran inside. Once inside, she slid the iron door into place over the wooden door and threw the bolt.
 “I made it!” she cried out to the Rookery. “Did I pass, Mom?”
 No one answered.
 “Mom?” Julie yelled. “Mom! Mom, I’m sorry! I had to help a friend! Morag was afraid to go to field hockey tryouts, but she was so good, Mom, you should have seen her. Four goals!”
 Nothing. A cold fear gripping her, Julie ran through the Rookery, a disused crypt beneath the Potterrow Cemetery bell tower. Like so many things outside the wealthy parts of New Edinburgh, the bell tower was old, disused, and in need of repair. Or so it looked from the outside. On the inside, it was the top of Red Talon’s operations center. A spiral staircase circled the inner wall of the tower, but Julie flew straight up to the platform at the top. With the cracked bell behind her, she looked out the window. She saw the cemetery, completely empty but for one groundskeeper pushing a hand mower next to the pond. And beyond, the streets of New Edinburgh — the three-deckers of Woodland Hills, and beyond them, the skyscrapers of downtown, bathed in the orange light of late afternoon.
 What she didn’t see was her mom. “Where are you, Mom?” she whispered to the night. “Where are you?”
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Facts and Conclusions

It grew dark, and Julie flew back down into the Rookery. She closed the door above her and threw the switch that powered up the lights. She went in to the communications center and powered up the radio. She heard nothing but static.
 She reached over to the microphone and pressed the button. “Red Talon,” she said. “Come in, Red Talon. Over.” No answer. So Mom didn’t have her comlink on.
 Julie picked up the telephone and dialed the home number. It rang and rang, but no one picked up.
 Julie turned on the console that controlled the banks of televisions. There were nine: one tuned to each of the five stations, and two each feeding images from the closed circuit cameras in the Rookery and the security cameras at home. Outside the Rookery it was dark; the caretaker appeared to be pouring himself a drink in his cabin. Back at home, every light was out and nothing was moving.
 “Never panic,” Mom’s voice said in Julie’s brain. “Panic and rage are the enemies of clear thinking, and clear thinking will keep you alive.”
 Julie took deep breaths and tried not to panic. It was hard though. Without Mom, she was alone in the world. And while the Rookery was probably the safest place in New Edinburgh, it wasn’t exactly the coziest. The cold stone and the vaulted ceilings reminded Julie that this had once been a tomb. She wondered briefly if Mom might be dead.
 But that was panicked thinking. Break it down, Julie, she told herself. Stick to the facts. Fine. Fact: someone had been in the house. Someone who was not Mom. Fact: Mom was missing and not answering radio calls. Conclusion: hard to say, but it seemed difficult to escape the idea that Mom had been kidnapped. (Or killed, Julie’s mind whispered, but this brought the sour panic back, and she shushed it.)
 Fact: Mom had been taken not as Red Talon, but as Sonia Rouge. Which meant that she, Julie Rouge, was probably a target too. Question: did Mom’s kidnappers know she was Red Talon? They must have. If they hadn’t known, they wouldn’t have taken the proper precautions for capturing New Edinburgh’s caped crimefighter, and Mom would have escaped quickly.
 These facts led to the following conclusion: Julie had to find her. Mom had always told her to stay in the Rookery and wait, but she was not going to spend the night wide awake and worrying in a crypt when she could be out rescuing Mom. The hell with that.
 Fact: Julie Rouge, fifteen-year-old school girl, could not be out at night in her St. Andrew’s Prep uniform. She’d be picked up by the first cop that saw her and driven home. And from there into foster care. No. Fifteen year old girls did not go out on the streets of New Edinburgh after dark.
 She didn’t have the curves to fill out one of Mom’s costumes — not yet, anyway, she told herself — but maybe she could find an old one. She went into the equipment room, opened the closet, and dug through the old costumes until she found one that looked slightly smaller than the current model. But even sixteen years ago when she’d started fighting crime, Mom had been taller than Julie was now, and though the suit did not bag off of Julie’s hips and breasts the way the current model did, the legs were still way too long, which left the crotch bagging between her thighs and the feet flopping two inches beyond the end of Julie’s feet.
 Well, she’d have to cut the feet out, hike up the crotch and hope nobody asked why Red Talon’s hair was black tonight. Or maybe she could just call herself Talon. The only other option was one of the prostitute costumes — prostitutes being the only women without superpowers who walked the New Edinburgh streets alone at night — and Julie did not want to deal with the hassles that would go with that costume.
 Julie needed scissors. She opened Mom’s sewing chest, and there, on top of the sewing kit with the fabric scissors, was a gift-wrapped box with a little card on it that said, “Julie.”
 She shouldn’t open it. Not now: there was a crisis and she just needed scissors. It was probably that hideous dress Mom had made her try on for whatever stupid society event they would have to attend next. Mom said they had to show up at these things at least twice a year to keep their cover intact.
 Mom would be mad if she opened the box. She put it aside and found the fabric scissors in the top left compartment of the sewing kit under the box.
 Ready to trim the feet off the Red Talon costume, Julie watched as the scissors in her hand sliced through the wrapping on the box instead. The hell with it. She’d deal with the fallout later, after she saved Mom’s life. She wasn’t even sure why she cared about the stupid party dress right now, it’s just that it was right here and she had the scissors and — she opened the box and gasped.
 It wasn’t a party dress. It was a suit made of the same space-age stretchy fabric that all the Red Talon costumes were made of.
 Except it wasn’t black. Or even midnight blue, like she’d been hoping.
 It was sky blue. “Um. Not very intimidating,” Julie said as she took it out of the box. She held it up. Sky blue all over, with matching hooded mask. In the center of the chest, where she hoped one day to have a cutout like Mom’s that stunned the bad guys with her awesome cleavage, there was a dark blue circle. And inside it, a circular top-down image of a bird, also sky blue.
 A card fluttered to the ground as she held the costume up in front of her. She reached down to pick it up. “Enter The Bluebird!” it said in Mom’s writing.
 “The Bluebird, Mom? Really?” Julie rolled her eyes. This was about the least intimidating thing she’d ever seen. Mom talked constantly about the importance of intimidating your enemies. And this sky blue piece of fluff was what she’d picked for Julie’s costume? Ten years of training, and she still thought of Julie as a little girl. How was she supposed to strike fear into the heart of the bad guys with this thing on? Why hadn’t Mom just named her “Harmless Sidekick”?
 It made Julie angry. She’d been training for years to be The Dark Avenger of the Night, to be, ultimately, the next Red Talon (or, more realistically given her hair color, just Talon. Or possibly Raven). And this was what Mom thought of her? Nearly sixteen, and she was stuck with a kid’s costume and a cutesy name.
 Well, she huffed to herself, if this is what Mom thinks of me, fine, this is what I’m going to be. I’ll march right into whatever Syndicate warehouse she’s tied up in and set her free, probably because the bad guys are laughing so hard at my costume, but that’s fine, a victory’s a victory after all, and then she’ll see I can be something way more intimidating, way more menacing and scary than “The Bluebird.”
 Sullenly, Julie donned her Bluebird costume and mask, muttering to herself the entire time. Annoyance with Mom and how she still thought of Julie as a little kid temporarily filled the space where worry and dread had been. Julie was grateful.
 She stood in front of the mirror. She hated everything about what she saw, but she could obsess over the flaws in her body and her costume after Mom was back.
 Of course she knew how to drive the car as well as the Taloncycle, but why take either of those when she could fly?
 She flew to the top of the Bell Tower, opened the trapdoor, and flew out the window, over the cemetery and into the New Edingburgh night.
 “Enter The Bluebird,” she said to herself, rolling her eyes.
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Enter The Bluebird

Mom had only ever let Julie fly outside when they were deep in the wilderness. She had never seen New Edinburgh from the air before. The lights of the city were beautiful, and Julie was exhilarated to finally be herself out in public. Although she felt like she could spend the whole night zooming around up here, she had to dip down into the filthy, crime-ridden streets if she was going to find Mom. But where should she start?
 Mom, of course, had a network of informants all over town, but because Julie had never been allowed on patrol, she had no idea who any of them were. All she had to go on were some things Mom had said over the years. “The prostitutes know everything in this town about ten minutes before everyone else does. Every two-bit Syndicate thug likes to talk like he’s Graeme Grayfriars himself when he’s with a prostitute. It’s why they go, really. They all work for the same people, so the thugs can unload their heavy consciences and brag about what big strong men they are, usually right before they’re drowning in a pool of tears while a sixteen-year-old whore rolls her eyes at them.” And then Mom had looked kind of embarrassed and changed the subject.
 So. She needed to look for prostitutes. She figured that New Leith, with all its docks and warehouses and the sailors and longshoremen that went with them, was the likeliest place. But as she flew over the center of nautical commerce she saw only men, mostly in pea coats and mostly stumbling and vomiting into the gutters. She doubted any of them would be a good source of information.
 She needed to think, and she was getting tired. So The Bluebird alit on top of the dome at City Hall and looked out at the city. Her city. Except there was so much she didn’t know about it. She didn’t know how to get information out of anyone, she’d never broken up a crime in progress, and although she knew that powerful men in the tall buildings all around her pulled invisible strings to make the street-level thugs dance, it was like an impossible math problem. There were all kinds of variables she just didn’t know how to solve for.
 “Always start with what you know,” Mom had said. “Work from there. If you focus on what you don’t know, you’ll get overwhelmed, and then you’ll panic. And panic — ”
 “Will kill you. Geez, Mom, I know,” Julie had said, rolling her eyes. Mom never stopped teaching and said the same things over and over again. Julie had found it really really annoying. And now she wished Mom were here for real instead of just in her memory.
 “Okay, then, Red Talon,” The Bluebird said aloud. “What do I know?”
 “Sonia Rouge is missing, presumably because she’s been kidnapped. There was no forced entry and no struggle, so Sonia Rouge knew her kidnapper. Which means that her kidnapper knows about Julie Rouge. Which means that someone will be watching the Rouge residence waiting for Julie to return so they can kidnap and/or kill her too.”
 Julie’s blood ran cold, but, she reminded herself, she wasn’t Julie right now. Right now she was The Bluebird. Cripes.
 “They’ll be watching the house constantly, which means the best person to get information from is the person who’s waiting in the dark to kill a fifteen-year-old girl.”
 And Julie suddenly felt a new emotion: rage. What kind of person waited and watched in the dark, hoping to surprise a young girl with a knife to the ribs or a bullet in the head? What kind of person took a mother from her daughter?
 The kind of person who was about to get a visit from The Bluebird.
 The Bluebird flew low through the streets and alleys of the New Town. She crouched in a tree a block away until she heard a siren going by. Hoping that was enough of a distraction, she sprang through the air and landed flat on the roof of her own home. Crawling to the edge, she peered into the street. It was lined with cars, as always, any one of which could have Syndicate thugs inside. She scanned each window of the townhouses facing her, and on the eighteenth one, she saw something. A tiny flash of red. Had she imagined it? She stared at the window and counted to thirty. The tiny red light blinked again.
 She hadn’t thought to bring night vision goggles or any of Red Talon’s other gadgets. She didn’t know how to use most of them anyway, but she really would have liked a little boost to see who, if anyone, was in there with the red light.
 Crawling backward, she reached the chimney, which was in desperate need of repointing. It took very little effort to pry a brick loose. Brick in hand, she crawled back to the edge of the roof and chucked it at a car directly below the window with the red light.
 The driver’s side window exploded with a crash, but The Bluebird wasn’t watching the car. She trusted her aim. She was watching the window, and as soon as the noise hit, the blinking red light turned solid.
 “Night vision camera,” The Bluebird said to herself. So the surveillance was actually in that window. There were probably enforcers in one of the cars, and the watcher would radio them if he saw Julie Rouge try to enter the house.
 “Well. Guess who’s watching the watchman,” The Bluebird said.
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Caught With Your Pants Down

Watching the watchman turned out to be spectacularly boring. Sure, she could have flown right through the front window with the night vision camera, but then she would have attracted the attention of the thugs at street level. On the other hand, The Bluebird knew that all the New Town townhouses, built by Angus Buccleuch over a century ago, had an identical layout. Which meant that in the back of the townhouse, behind a thin pane of frosted glass, was the bathroom.
 If the watcher was alone, he’d be surprised and probably helpless in the bathroom. If he wasn’t alone, he would probably lock the door, thus cutting himself off from immediate rescue. It was a solid plan, one Red Talon would have been proud of.
 But Red Talon had something The Bluebird lacked. Besides a womanly figure. And a name and costume that were intimidating rather than comical. What she had in abundance was patience. So Red Talon would not have minded crouching on a dumpster for two hours waiting for a light to go on behind a pane of frosted glass. The Bluebird minded.
 Indeed, with so much time on her hands, The Bluebird almost started thinking like Julie again. Julie felt stupid crouching in the dark, Julie had never used her combat skills against a real opponent before. Julie was scared, and Julie wanted her mom. Julie felt lost out here, playing grownup, a sidekick with no hero to guide her. She should just go back to the Rookery, grab some money, and fly out of town, fly West till she reached New Krakow or Los Angeles, or South to Nouvelle Orleans, or anywhere but New Edinburgh.
 The Bluebird tried her best to quiet Julie’s sniveling. It sickened her. And yet, as the minutes dragged on, Julie felt more and more like herself and less like The Bluebird.
 She had just decided to fly back to the Rookery to curl up in a ball and cry when the light went on in the bathroom above her.
 Julie slowly counted to ten. By the time she reached seven, The Bluebird was ready.
 She flew toward the window and then, ten feet from impact, she pivoted in midair — a move she’d practiced hundreds of times — and hit the bathroom window feet first, shattering the glass. Her momentum carried the bottom of her boots into the shoulder of the man sitting on the toilet and knocked him from his perch on the throne.
 The Bluebird glanced up at the bolted door. Good. The man on the floor was fumbling with a shoulder holster, so The Bluebird brought her boot down hard on his wrist.
 “Aiieeeeee!” he screamed as the bone snapped. Julie wanted to puke at the sound. But The Bluebird had work to do. She looked down at the man — unshaven, reeking of sweat and feces and hair oil, clad in a sweat-stained undershirt and pants that currently shackled his ankles. He was wailing from the pain, the revolver in the holster all but forgotten. The Bluebird reached down, grabbed the revolver, cocked the hammer, and shoved the barrel into the man’s mouth. He grew very still.
 “Where’s Sonia Rouge?” she said. The man, wide-eyed and sweating, looked at the barrel of the gun. The Bluebird slid it out of his mouth.
 “I thought metas didn’t use guns!” He said.
 “I didn’t read the rulebook,” The Bluebird said. And Julie knew she could have come up with a better line than that. Something like, “Well, this meta does, punk!” She wished she could ask the man for a do-over.
 “Sonia Rouge is dead. She’s at the bottom of the Forth with the rest of the trash,” the watchman said.
 The Bluebird pressed her foot down on the watchman’s broken wrist. He writhed and screamed in pain.
 “Sorry,” The Bluebird said. “I must have forgotten about your wrist. That sounds like it hurts.” Not nearly cool enough. She really needed to work on her patter.
 “Now I’m gonna ask you again. A little respect this time, please. Where is Sonia Rouge?”
 “She… she’s dead! I swear! At least that’s what they told me! Please! I’m not an enforcer, I’m just here to watch for the kid! I’ve got gambling debts! It’s not like I want to do this! I’ve never hurt anybody!”
 “And what do you think they’ll do to the girl when they find her?” The Bluebird asked.
 “Fine piece like that? Send her to the club, I guess. Look, I didn’t make this world!” What club was he talking about? She had to play it cool.
 “Maybe not,” The Bluebird spat at him, “but you make it worse. So go tell your bosses that if Sonia’s alive, they’d better release her. And tell them if she’s dead, they’d better leave town. Because I won’t stop till the entire syndicate is broken, sniveling on the ground, and covered in their own filth,” she stood back and looked him over, “just like you. Now use your good hand and clean yourself up. You’re disgusting.”
 The man whimpered, and The Bluebird flew out the window and didn’t stop ’til she reached the cemetery. She flew down the bell tower till she reached the cold floor of the communications room. She tore off her mask and curled up on the floor, shaking.
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An Alarm Sounds

Julie woke up with drool on her face and her whole right leg asleep. Stupid. The Rookery was equipped with sleeping quarters — it really wouldn’t be much of a secret lair if it weren’t — but for some reason, as soon as Julie had landed she was too exhausted to move. She wasn’t used to flying this much, and that wore her out. But she was pretty sure it was crashing through a window, breaking a man’s wrist, and putting a loaded pistol in his mouth that had wrecked her. Had she really done all that?
 Well, The Bluebird had done it. But still. It was a little scary. It was scary to think about what would have happened if things had gone wrong. It was scary to realize that she had done those things. And the scariest thing of all was how much she’d enjoyed it. At the moment that the watchman’s wrist had cracked under her boot, she hadn’t felt any guilt or shame. She found the noise gross, but the pain on the guy’s face was exquisite. Thinking about him made her angry all over again. Sitting up there, pretending he wasn’t as guilty as the enforcers while he gave them the signal to kidnap and murder. She wished she could break his other wrist.
 Julie got to her feet and staggered to the sleeping quarters. Tapestries hung on the wall, and a colossal four-poster bed sat in the center of the room. A smaller bed sat on the opposite side of the room. They’d never slept in here before, but it was obvious which bed was for her. Well, Julie thought, the hell with that. I’m taking the big bed.
 She threw back the covers, climbed underneath, and slept for a long time.
 When she woke up, Julie had one wonderful, delicious moment where she didn’t know where she was or what was happening. All she knew was that she was completely relaxed and warm under covers. She turned over and snuggled up for a moment. And then the truth hit her.
 Mom was dead. Or so the Syndicate said. And she was alone in the world. She had some friends at school, but no one she trusted — or wanted to endanger — with her secret. If Mom had relatives, she had never mentioned them. Julie didn’t know who her dad was. Which she figured might have something to do with why Mom didn’t talk about her relatives.
 But Mom couldn’t be dead. Not really. That was just impossible. She might be playing dead. She might be captured and injured. But she wasn’t dead. Julie would not allow herself to believe it. Of course they’d tell that sweaty weasel with the camera to tell her that. Mom was not dead. Julie could feel a huge sob bubbling up from her stomach, but she took a deep breath and forced it down. Giving in to the fit of crying that wanted desperately to take over would mean betraying Mom, who still needed her help. And she’d be losing control, which was the same as panicking, which could get her killed. Wherever Mom was, she would want Julie to keep her wits about her and not go doing anything stupid just because she was upset.
 So Julie breathed quietly. She showered and then faced the dilemma of what to wear. Her Bluebird costume smelled, and she figured Mom didn’t have tons of replacements ready yet. There was her St. Andrew’s Prep uniform, but if she went out in that, she’d draw the attention of every pair of Syndicate-employed eyes currently looking for her. Mom, always prepared, would certainly have stocked the Rookery with backup outfits, but nothing that didn’t scream, “Julie Rouge, Child of Privilege.”
 She went to the closet. There were complimentary, but certainly not matching, mother-daughter cocktail dresses hanging in the closet. So clearly Mom had thought they might be called on to go to an emergency high-society bash — after dark, to judge by the shoes that stood below the dresses — and had stocked the Rookery accordingly. It was so odd, so Mom.
 Julie shoved the dresses aside and kicked the stylish-but-never-slutty heels to the back of the closet. The rest of the clothes were similarly impractical for hanging around one’s secret hideout, but stuffed on a shelf on the top right of the closet she found some old gym clothes: polos, sweatshirts and sweatpants that said “St. Andrew’s Prep Physical Education.” Not anything she could leave the Rookery in, but they would do for now.
 Because where was she going to go, anyway? What could she possibly do in broad daylight? How could she help Mom if she didn’t know where to start? She went to the communications center to think. What information had she gotten from the watchman?
 1) Sonia Rouge is dead. This is either true, or the Syndicate wants people to believe it’s true.
 2.) Julie, if kidnapped, would probably be taken to “the club” because she was a “fine piece.”
 That was probably the place to start, since that must be where the prostitutes were kept. Which is why she couldn’t find any on the streets last night. But where was “the club?”
 Her thoughts were interrupted by the sounding of an alarm. The red light above the control panel flashed, and she looked up at the black-and-white video monitors. There — the one trained on the bell tower door showed a blur of movement.
 Still dressed in her non-hero clothes, Julie flew to the top of the bell tower and looked out on the cemetery. She saw no one but the caretaker, who was pushing a hand mower. And who definitely could have gotten back to the mower in the time it had taken Julie to fly to the top of the tower.
 Julie immediately flew to the bottom of the tower and into the depths of the rookery. If the caretaker had placed a bomb, she didn’t want to be in the tower when it went off. She grabbed a pair of binoculars from the communications center, ran out the door, and flew through the catacombs back to the secret door in the chapel. She tried not to panic, but she couldn’t help wondering what the hell she was going to do if someone blew up the rookery. No clothes, no money, no place to sleep — with the house off limits, everything was at the rookery. If it blew up she’d be all alone, hungry and broke.
 Mom had been smart enough to have two places. Clearly Julie needed to find another place to hide some money and necessities in case the Rookery was compromised. One more thing to do. “Add it to the list,” Julie whispered to herself. She lay down and rolled through the door under the pew. Hearing nothing, she chanced a look around.
 She crept to the door of the chapel. The caretaker was still in sight, which was good — he almost certainly would have run for cover if he’d planted a bomb. Raising the binoculars to her eyes, Julie looked at the padlocked door to the bell tower. Sitting in front of the door was a card Julie would recognize anywhere — a black business card bearing the red silhouette of a bird: Red Talon’s calling card. And there, in front of the card, lay a single red rose.
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What the Caretaker Said

Julie now had a place to start. Mom was sending a message through the caretaker. But why the rose? Julie searched her memory for anything about roses: Rose Island Road, which ran toward the beach where the Rose Island ferry dock was? Doctor Rosenbaum, her dentist? Glamorous movie star Rose Canyon?
 She couldn’t figure it out. She was going to have to talk to the caretaker. But not as Julie. If he was sending messages from Red Talon, only The Bluebird could find out why.
 Julie sighed as she pulled on her costume. Why couldn’t she have an identity that might be at least a little bit intimidating? This guy might not be dangerous. On the other hand, he might be sending faked messages to try to flush her out. In which case she’d rather spook him by showing up as something scary than appear as a ray of sunshine in the dead of night: “Hi! I’m a symbol of happiness!” She rolled her eyes.
 As soon as it was fully dark, Julie flew from the top of the bell tower and made a circuit of the cemetery. It was, as far as she could see, dead. If there were Syndicate enforcers waiting in one of their black Packards, she couldn’t see them inside the cemetery grounds or parked anywhere outside the fence. A bat on the wing flew past her face.
 Now that, Julie thought, was an animal that gave people the creeps. Sure, it didn’t look very graceful in flight, but it was weird and scary. “Batgirl,” she said to herself. “Batwoman. Bat-Mite.” Well, maybe. But none of them really felt right.
 Diving out of the sky, she touched down outside the back door of the caretaker’s shack. With great effort, she put Julie away and brought out The Bluebird.
 She gave a quick, polite knock on the door. Her heart pounded as she waited for the door to open. She hoped her plan would work. She hoped it wasn’t a trap.
 She knew he was home. Was he loading a shotgun? Calling his Syndicate bosses? She contemplated flying away and coming crashing through the window, but she really didn’t want to wreck this man’s home on the off chance that he was a friend.
 Still, he was taking a long time to get to the door. Far longer than he should have in a house that size. The seconds ticked by, and Julie was on the point of flying away when she heard the click of the door latch.
 Training took over, and Julie’s left foot, the one she always led with, lashed out and kicked the door open and into the head of the person answering it.
 “Ahh! What the hell!” Julie heard a man’s voice yell, but by the time the cry had fully registered, she was already in the door and taking the man, who was unarmed and still clutching his forehead, down with a leg sweep. From somewhere else in the house, she heard the unmistakable sound of a just-flushed toilet tank filling.
 “Oof!” he cried, but The Bluebird wasn’t done with him. She straddled his chest, pinning his arms at his side with her knees, and pulled out Red Talon’s calling card. She shoved it in his face.
 “Where is she?” The Bluebird said. “Where’s Red Talon?”
 “I… I don’t know!” the man said. A large bump was growing on his forehead.
 “Then where’d you get this?” The Bluebird demanded, waving the card.
 “She gave it to me! Ages ago! It’s… when I… can you please get off me and I’ll explain?”
 “How ’bout you explain, and then I’ll decide whether I’m getting off you,” The Bluebird answered. Julie was pretty pleased with that response, as she had been with her quick takedown of the caretaker. Who was at least forty-five and rail thin, and therefore not a very formidable adversary. But still. “Never underestimate anyone,” Mom had said, and Julie hadn’t. She wondered, again, if this was all part of her training. Could it really be a test Mom had set for her? If so, could it be over now? Please?
 “Fine,” the caretaker said. “But can you just adjust a little bit? You’ve got really bony knees, and they’re killing my biceps.”
 “What biceps?” The Bluebird laughed.
 “Touché,” the caretaker answered wryly. “Okay, so listen. I… I know Red Talon. We’re… friends. That’s how I signal her. With a card at the door of the bell tower. She… she used to hang around the cemetery sometimes.”
 “What’s the rose mean?” The Bluebird demanded.
 The caretaker looked a little wary. “Um. Well, in this culture, it’s kind of a symbol of love. Where are you from, anyway?”
 “The sky. So you and Red Talon are in love?” Julie looked at the caretaker. He was dressed in a faded blue-and-green flannel shirt with a frayed collar and what Julie assumed were the first pair of pants ever made by Mr. Levi Strauss. Gray was fighting with black in his rumpled, thinning hair, and gray was winning. He had similarly graying stubble on his cheeks, deep creases in his forehead, and bags under his sad, haunted eyes. Julie couldn’t believe that her mom, beautiful, deadly Sonia Rouge, would have anything to do with this guy who smelled of must and sweat and looked at least ten years older than the last time he hadn’t looked hideous.
 “Well. I’m in love with her. I wouldn’t presume to say how she feels about me. She’s pretty mysterious. Part of the appeal, actually.”
 “Ick. So you know each other? You and Red Talon?”
 “I wouldn’t presume to say I know her, either. Mysterious, remember? Hey, can you please get off me now?”
 “Fine.” Julie clambered off him, and he rose slowly to his feet. “When’s the last time you saw her?”
 The caretaker winced, feeling the lump on his forehead. “Uh. I don’t know. Week? Week and a half? Every day’s pretty much the same here, you know. Except All Souls. Big crowd on All Souls — maybe five visitors.”
 “So do you know where she is now?”
 “Well, if I knew that, I wouldn’t be leaving cards on her doorstep, would I?”
 Julie froze. He knew. He knew about the Rookery. Which meant her secret wasn’t safe. Which meant even if this guy was on the level, syndicate thugs could eventually beat it out of him. Great. She wasn’t even old enough to own property. How was she going to secure a new hideout?
 “Why do you say that’s her doorstep? It’s just an abandoned bell tower. Isn’t it?”
 The caretaker’s eyes darted from side to side. He clearly knew he’d said too much. Great person to trust with your secret, Mom, Julie thought. “Listen. I don’t know. I don’t know anything about metas or how they live or anything. I just know I’m in love with a woman that I don’t really know anything about. Which I guess makes me just like every other poor slob who’s in love with a woman. Heh-heh.”
 The Bluebird glared at the attempted joke. “Did you take her? Did you lead them to her? She was betrayed by someone she knew. Was it you?”
 “What the hell are you talking about? Who betrayed her?”
 “That’s what I’ve got to find out,” The Bluebird said. “Right now you’re top of the list. You know her, you know at least one of her secrets, and — ”
 “I’d never betray her! I love her! She saved my life!”
 The Bluebird considered this. It was probably true. Red Talon saved a lot of people. But once the Syndicate got their hooks into some poor sap with gambling or drugs, he’d betray anyone or anything to get himself out.
 “And anyway, I can’t leave this cemetery!” the caretaker barked.
 “I think the only people who can’t leave this place are under the ground,” Julie said.
 “No,” the caretaker said, quietly. “Look. Can I tell you a story? Can we sit at the table and talk like people? Maybe have a cup of tea?”
 The Bluebird shook her head. “I left my tea party dress at home.” Good one, Julie thought to herself.
 “All right. Well, I’m gonna sit at the table and have a cup of tea. You wanna stand there, be my guest.” The caretaker poured water into a kettle, struck a match, and lit a burner on the stove. The Bluebird watched him carefully, not relaxing her guard for a second. Red Talon had relaxed her guard, opening her door to someone she shouldn’t have trusted. The Bluebird would not trust the wrong person. Or anybody.
 “So,” the caretaker said. “Let me tell you about this young man. He was a meta, but he wasn’t exactly General Freedom. He didn’t have any great crime-fighting powers. He just heard the voices of the unquiet dead. It wasn’t too bad, usually. It was disturbing, sure, especially because he couldn’t… he didn’t know how to quiet them. But there weren’t too many of them. You know, murder victims who’d been dumped somewhere. This was back when General Freedom was still here. The Stevedore, The Stickler, even The Gray Ghost called New Edinburgh home back in those days. And then they left — ”
 “What do you mean, they left?”
 “What the hell do they teach you in school, anyway? They left! General Freedom founded the Legion of Freedom in New Amsterdam, and he and all the rest went there to their fancy, shiny new headquarters and left us with no metahuman protection at all.”
 They had, of course, studied the founding of the Legion of Freedom in school — how General Freedom had come back from saving Europe from the Nazi Encursion, and had decided that metahumans had to band together like the nations of the world had done in the face of the Nazi threat. And now the Legion of Freedom fought for goodness and decency all over the world. Nobody ever mentioned the fact that the metas never came back here as a bad thing. They were too busy saving the world.
 “The metas abandoned us to the worst kind of scum. Which is why most people around here don’t like metas any better than they like the Syndicate. I certainly don’t. Anyway, after they left, the voices got more numerous. And louder. It got to where the guy couldn’t even walk down the street without hearing the voices of the dead. It started to drive him nuts. So since he was in the Syndicate’s town, he turned to the Syndicate’s remedy.”
 “Snake Oil.”
 “Snake Oil. Started out smoking it, but it’s an evil drug. It wasn’t long before I — I mean, he was injecting it. He lost everything, but he didn’t much care because he also lost the voices of the dead. They couldn’t penetrate his oil-addled mind. And that’s where she found me… lying in the street in a puddle of my own puke with Syndicate enforcers beating me to death for a fifteen dollar drug debt. She saved my life that night, and then she saved it again by bringing me here. It’s the only place where I can’t hear them. They’re all quiet here. So I don’t need the drugs, nobody bugs me, I get my food delivered, and I take care of the cemetery. It’s lonely, sure, but she pays me a visit from time to time. So why the hell would I want to hurt her? She’s all I have in the world.”
 I know how you feel, Julie thought. But The Bluebird said, “Well. All I know is that she’s missing. And I have to find her. I might need your help. If she’s…” Julie couldn’t bring herself to say it.
 “I get it,” the caretaker said. “I don’t want her to be unquiet. I’d brave the streets again. For her.”
 “Well, I hope you don’t have to.”
 “Me too. Listen. I’m Howard. Howard Gerber,” the caretaker said as he extended his hand. “Who are you?”
 It didn’t feel like a trap. Anyway, Julie knew four ways to take a man down from a handshake position. “You can call me The Bluebird,” The Bluebird said, extending her hand. “I’ll let you know if I need your help.”
 The Bluebird went out the door and flew high into the sky. She did three circuits around town before she came back to the Rookery.




8
Research

Julie woke up the next morning and tried to make a plan for the day. She realized, after talking to Gerber, how little she knew about New Edinburgh. And how little she knew about Mom. Mom was wrapped up in something that was bigger than Julie could understand. She needed information about New Edinburgh and about Sonia Rouge. She doubted very much that any of the real story had ever been printed in the papers, but maybe she could find out some things by reading between the lines.
 It was time for a trip to the library. But what to wear? If she was out in her St. Andrew’s Prep uniform, she might as well be wearing a sign that said, “I’m the Julie Rouge you’re looking for!” But without the uniform, she might get a lot of questions at the library. She might even get picked up for truancy. In the end, she decided to wear one of the too-fancy rich girl outfits Mom had left at the Rookery and carry a small bag containing her St. Andrew’s Prep student ID. Well, her hastily-doctored St. Andrew’s Prep student ID, which now read “Janie Bouque.” If she had to, she could flash it and talk about the independent study project she was working on at the library. Which wouldn’t even really be a lie.
 She climbed the fence out of the cemetery and emerged in the back yard of the vacant three-decker. She thought about flying through the tunnels to get to the library, but she decided that route was best saved for emergencies.
 So she hopped on the inbound Holyrood train, got off at Library Plaza, and soon found herself in the library’s periodical room. She ordered up several volumes of TheNew Edinburgh Picayune, and the librarian, a small, slightly-built bald man with a bushy brown moustache, brought out several spools of microfilm.
 “No school today?” the librarian asked.
 Julie forced a laugh. “I wish!” she said. “No, I’ve got a project — local history, and we don’t have any newspaper archives in my school library.”
 “What school?” the librarian said. His voice seemed bright and genuine, but why was he asking so many questions? Just give me the microfilm and shut up, Julie thought at him.
 “St. Andrew’s,” she said.
 The librarian’s face brightened. “My friend teaches biology there! Ted Sallis?”
 Julie did not roll her eyes, though she really wanted to. She wished The Bluebird were here. She would have laughed aloud at this obvious trap.
 “Um, there’s no Mr. Sallis at St. Andrew’s. Mr. Holland, Alec Holland, is my bio teacher. Maybe it’s St. Alban’s?”
 The librarian smiled. “That must be it. Always getting those confused. But why aren’t you uniform?”
 “Ugh, well I was, until I was trying to cross the street and the 42 bus ran through a mud puddle and covered me. My mom’s washing the uniform, but I figured it would be okay since I was just coming here. You won’t tell, will you?”
 The librarian patted her on the hand. He might have been aiming at fatherly, but he hit creepy. “Your secret’s safe with me,” he said. He turned away, and at last Julie was free to pore over the microfilms.
 What she saw supported what the caretaker, Mr. Gerber, had told her. She scanned through months and months of Picayunes, and pretty much every front page contained a reference to the Stickler or the Stevedore or Gray Ghost battling crime. Until they didn’t. One day, the paper put out a special Legion of Freedom edition, and from that day on, the metas never showed up in the local news.
 Since this was around the year she was born, Julie decided to scan the birth announcements in the weeks around her birth. Nothing. Probably not surprising, since someone of Sonia Rouge’s social status having a child out of wedlock would have been a scandal that probably would have been kept out of the papers.
 But they certainly would have covered her society debut. Julie ordered up some older volumes of The Picayune, and after an hour of threading the film in the viewer and scrolling through, she’d found reports on every debutante ball that happened within a five year period when Mom might have been reasonably expected to come out in society.
 Nothing.
 So instead of helping her learn more about her mom, this trip to the library had only confused her.
 Julie walked toward the subway, turning over everything in her mind. Mom had secrets. New Edinburgh had secrets. Secrets like the Syndicate. Julie knew enough about her city to know who really ran things, yet the Syndicate was never mentioned in the pages of ThePicayune. It was like the paper was reporting on an imaginary city very different from the one she lived in.
 So someone in Mom’s life, possibly from her past that was a complete mystery, was probably involved with the Syndicate. Mom had trusted them enough to open the door, and then she’d been taken. But Mom always told Julie not to trust anyone. The more she thought about it, the more she suspected Howard Gerber.
 Julie was so deep in thought that she didn’t notice anything odd about the crowd of people around her until a hand covered her face. She went limp immediately, hoping that would reduce the amount of chloroform she actually inhaled.
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In The Club

Julie’s head was pounding. She wondered why. She listened, realized that she wasn’t in the Rookery. Julie’s head smacked into something hard, waking her up. Judging by the rattle of the diesel engine, she was in the back of a lorry, her head bouncing as they lurched over the cobblestone streets of what had to be the Old Town.
 Her head ached, but she couldn’t tell if that was from the bumps or the chloroform. With great difficulty, she forced her eyes open. It was pitch black. She could probably crawl her way to the back of the lorry, force the door open, and execute a roll onto the streets if she weren’t so groggy. With her head pounding and full of cobwebs, though, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to tuck into her roll correctly and run away. She was definitely too groggy to fly.
 Okay. So that was a bad plan. Better was to just wait it out, pretend to be unconscious and only make a desperate attempt to escape when the guns came out. Buy as much time as possible and make good use of your advantages. Nobody’s expecting you to be capable at all. Use it.
 Fine. Julie went limp and flopped around the back of the lorry, occasionally rolling into something soft. After what she judged to be five more minutes, the lorry stopped. Julie cracked one eyelid barely open so she could judge quickly whether this was an execution.
 Footsteps sounded on the cobblestones and the back of the lorry rolled up. Yellow light from the streetlamps poured into the back of the lorry, and Julie saw that she was not alone. Six other bodies were back here, and none of them were stirring.
 The figure at the door showed both hands, and neither contained a gun. Julie watched as he grabbed the feet of the girl next to her — she looked to be about Julie’s age, or maybe a little younger — pulled her out of the lorry, hoisted her onto his shoulder and walked out of sight.
 She could run, but that wouldn’t be a very heroic thing to do. Instead, she waited her turn — third, as it turned out — to be hoisted over the big man’s shoulders, carried through a filthy alley, and flopped onto an old urine-smelling mattress in a basement room.
 When all seven girls were loaded into the room, the lights went on. A few of the girls began to stir, and a woman — short, fortyish, wearing a magenta wig, black leather pants and a black leather bustier stretched tight against her burgeoning stomach — entered the room, accompanied by the man who had flopped them all in here.
 “Curley,” she barked. “Antidote.”
 Curley, the big man, grabbed a canister of gas and turned the valve on top. The canister hissed, and the other six girls began to shake their heads groggily.
 “Welcome to your new home,” the woman said in a deep, raspy voice. Julie could see where her magenta lipstick had rubbed off on her yellowed teeth. “I will explain to you the advantages of your new situation in just a moment, but we need to be clear on something. You are not guests here. This is your home. You have no other home, and, as of now, you have no names. Don’t think of trying to crawl back into whatever sewer Curley plucked you from, because this is not allowed. Should you ever attempt to escape, the consequences will accrue to your families as well as yourselves. However, I am fair to a fault, and I will give you one chance. If you can get past me and through that door, I will allow you to leave without consequence. Would any of you like to try?”
 Julie hated being spoken to like this. She knew that, even groggy, she could fly through the door before the woman had a chance to get over her surprise. But that would be abandoning the other six girls, none of whom, Julie guessed, were metahumans, and none of whom, Julie knew, deserved whatever this witch had planned for them.
 All the girls looked around them. Julie could see the fear in their eyes, and she wished briefly that she were a telepath, that she could send them reassuring thoughts: “Don’t try anything. Leave it to me. They have no idea who they’re dealing with.”
 She especially wished she had been able to calm them when one of the girls made a break for it. Julie knew it wouldn’t end well as soon as the girl, a short, curvy black girl with her long hair in braids, tensed her legs.
 The girl sprang into action, running for the door, and just when it looked like she might make it, Curley closed the distance between them in what seemed like an instant — not metahuman fast, but far faster than a big ox like him should be able to move. He threw a backhanded slap at the girl and hit her in the face. She spun through the air and landed on the floor with a trickle of blood leaking from the corner of her mouth.
 While Curley was busy backhanding the first girl, another — tall and thin with long red hair and covered in freckles — made a break for it. Curley followed through from his backhand and hit the second girl in the ribs. She crumpled, and he knelt next to her and gave her a hard punch in the stomach. She cried out and then quickly vomited.
 The leather woman looked at the two beaten children and smiled.
 “Thank you, my dears, for volunteering. Because I invited that, you will receive no other punishment. The next one of you who tries it will not escape so lightly.”
 As she spoke, Curley pulled out a folding knife.
 “Curley has been known to take a toe for starters. Which would ruin you for the foot fetishists, most of whom patronize the top floor. Which is where you want to be. As I look around the room, I see top-floor material… all except you, my dear.” The leather-clad woman pointed at a white girl with crooked teeth and a lazy eye. “Far too ugly for the top floor. But there’s honor and dignity in any work. Remember that.”
 Foot fetishists. Everything clicked into place, and Julie realized she must be at The Club. She was sure she was at The Club when the leather woman started ticking off in disgusting detail all the things they were going to be required to do for, and to, “the clients.”
 Julie felt nauseous, and her anger burned. “We’re just kids,” she thought to herself, and looked around the room. If she didn’t do something, none of the girls in this room would be kids for long. They’d be sad, dead-eyed little adults. Well, not if she had anything to say about it.
 While the leather woman went on and on and on about their new job duties, Curley rooted through a pile of bags and purses, pocketing cash, disgustedly throwing tampons and pads into the trash, and putting the ID cards into a pile. Julie saw him grab her bag. She was glad she’d faked the ID.
 Curley’s eyes went wide as he looked at the ID. “Uh, boss,” he said to the leather woman, “We have a problem.”
 The leather woman looked at her student ID. “St. Andrew’s School! You idiot! One rule, one simple rule. The St. Andrew’s girls are off limits. I guess I don’t think that’s so very hard to understand. Maybe you can explain to me why you had such difficulty with that!”
 “Um,” Curley said. “She wasn’t wearing no uniform. I never took a piece– I mean, young lady in uniform. And I didn’t today. Look at her!”
 The leather woman walked over to Julie. She smelled of foundation, a sickly floral perfume, and sweat. “Hmmm,” the woman’s voice said. “You’re right. Little idiot. Probably cutting school and sneaking off to some boyfriend’s house. Well, your little trip out of uniform nearly cost you dearly. You probably would have ended up in a VIP room with your own daddy some night, and that would have been awkward for everyone.
 “Okay, Curley, now I have to clean up your mess. If it were up to me, I’d dose her again to make sure she doesn’t wake up and put her in the dumpster behind St. Andrew’s. But we have to know who we’re dealing with here. You might have to deliver her to her front door with an apology.”
 “Aw, come on, Sheila, you wouldn’t — ”
 “No, Curley, I wouldn’t, but I don’t make the rules, do I? Now stay here while I make the call.”
 Julie heard the sound of the phone dial spinning, and then the woman’s voice said, “Agatha? Sheila here. Yes. Yes, I do know what time it is.”
 Agatha Maximoff was the headmistress of St. Andrews. Why would she be on a first-name basis with kidnappers?
 “Well, I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a mix-up. We were doing one of our… truancy sweeps today, and well, this is awkward, but one of your girls was out of uniform, and — I know. I don’t know what her parents were thinking. I know. So maybe you can tell me exactly where I should deliver Miss… Janie Bouque.”
 There was a pause, and Julie tensed.
 “Nothing, huh? No such student? So we’re free to… enroll her? Well, it looks like a genuine St. Andrew’s ID. Yes, I’ll put her on.”
 Sheila held the phone out, and Julie had a strange sense of standing outside herself and watching this happen. She was in the basement of a whorehouse with her crazed kidnapper handing her the phone so she could speak to her school’s headmistress. Even with Mom being a costumed crimefighter, this was not a situation Julie ever expected to encounter.
 She debated her plan of attack. Sooner or later, they were going to figure out her real identity and kill her. She had to neutralize both Curley and Sheila and get the rest of the girls out of here before the kidnappers knew she was a threat. Well, she thought, looking at the heavy black Bakelite phone, at the very least that would make a nice weapon, at least until she could get her hands on Curley’s knife. She wished she’d paid more attention to bladed weapons training.
 “Make a plan,” Mom’s voice said. “Find an exit. Neutralize the biggest threat first.”
 Julie took the phone. “Hello?”
 “Hello, Julie,” the headmistress said.
 “That’s not my name,” Julie said.
 “I can help you,” Miss Maximoff said.
 “I don’t need any help,” Julie said.
 “Don’t be silly. I don’t know what you think is happening, but I can protect you. St. Andrew’s takes care of its own.”
 “Golly, Miss, I just borrowed my friend’s student ID so I could use your library. I’m real sorry! I won’t do it again!”
 “Julie. Don’t play games with me. You’ll never win.”
 “I don’t understand,” Julie said loudly, with Curley and Sheila looking on. “If you think I’m Julie Rouge, why didn’t you tell Sheila and Curley?”
 Sheila’s face went red. “Julie Rouge?” She started yelling. “Agatha, are you trying to keep the whole reward for yourself? Why you treacherous — give me the phone!”
 It wasn’t part of the plan, but Julie couldn’t resist the opportunity. She swung the heavy black bakelite receiver right at Sheila’s temple. She heard a crack, and Sheila fell to the ground. Julie didn’t notice that she’d knocked Sheila’s wig askew, nor did she hear the sound when Sheila’s head hit the hard floor.
 Julie was too busy with Curley. She had lashed out with a kick to his groin when she smashed Sheila with the phone, but she had managed to hit his meaty thigh instead. Lightning quick, Curley grabbed Julie’s foot and spun her to the ground. She landed with a thud and was face to face with Sheila, whose heavily made-up eyes fluttered as blood poured from the gash in her forehead.
 Curley loomed over Julie. He wiped saliva from the corner of his mouth as he unfolded his knife. Julie didn’t wait for his next move. She was still holding the phone, so she smashed it against Curley’s knee.
 “Aaagh!” he cried out, dropping the knife. Julie’s hand darted out and grabbed the knife, and she gave a quick slice at Curley’s achilles tendon.
 The tendon snapped audibly and Curley went down screaming. “Panic and rage are your enemies,” Mom’s voice said dimly in some far corner of Julie’s brain, but she couldn’t hear. She remembered this cruel giant pounding his fleshy fists into young girls just a few minutes ago. She knew he’d done it before, and he’d probably do it again. So she brought the phone down on his mouth, shattering his front teeth.
 “No more hitting girls,” she said. “Ever. Or I’ll come back and finish you off.”
 She looked at the other girls. They were huddled in the corner looking at her in horror.
 “Well, let’s get the hell out of here,” she said to them. None of them moved.
 “Go! Run! We don’t have much time!”
 Six girls ran out, and only the freckled redhead who Curley had punched in the gut remained. She tried to get to her feet, but she couldn’t. Julie walked over and hoisted her up.
 The girl was taller than she was, but light enough that Julie thought she could probably carry her for a while, so she looped her arms around the girl’s chest and took to the air.
 “Come on,” she whispered. “Let’s get you home.”
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Pollock Hills

“Where are we going?” Julie asked as soon as they were airborne.
 “Pollock Hills,” the girl said. Great. The slums of Pollock Hills were a solid two miles from The Club. Julie didn’t think she’d be able to carry the girl for very long. But she’d never really tested how fast she could fly.
 Concentrating on speed, Julie flew as fast as she could toward the beacon on Calton Hill, beyond which lay the slums of Pollock Hills. It took only a minute to reach Calton Hill. Julie’s arms were burning and she set down just at the edge of Pollock Hills.
 “Thanks,” the girl said. “I think I can make it from here.” She stumbled, and Julie quickly got under her arm to support her.
 “I’ll just help you,” she said, and they slowly limped through the streets.
 Because she’d never been on patrol with Mom, Julie had never seen Pollock Hills before. She was surprised as she looked around. The houses were mostly the same sorts of three deckers that surrounded the cemetery, only these had cracked paint or sagging porches or gutters hanging askew.
 “Not far now,” the girl said. “I live at the Estates.” Well, Julie had certainly heard of Fraser Estates. Anyone who read The Picayune (or who had a mother who fought crime in the night) had heard of the Estates. Whenever the police decided to arrest some oilers, it was at the Estates. The murders that got reported were usually at the Estates. Ditto the assaults and rapes. In short, it was the worst place in a bad city.
 They limped along in silence, and finally the girl said, “I’m Kendra.”
 “I’m Julie,” Julie answered.
 “So… you’re a meta.”
 “I guess so.”
 “My dad says the metas left. He said the metas don’t care about us.”
 And neither does anyone else, Julie thought. The low concrete mass of the Estates came into view, huddling under the skeletal unfinished office tower everyone called Somerville’s Folly. “Yeah. I guess that’s true of most of them. But I’m not… I didn’t leave. This is my city. I’m not leaving. I’m going to try to make it better.”
 Kendra laughed. “Like Red Talon?” she said.
 “Yeah,” Julie answered. “Like her.”
 “She used to come here pretty much every night. I always liked her.” The girl gestured at her own red hair, lighter than Sonia’s, but Julie understood. “And then she left too. And look at it now.”
 They walked into the courtyard of the first block of the Estates. Julie had been about to defend her mom, but what she saw stopped her before she could start. Her crimefighting instinct told her to intervene somewhere, but there were simply too many crimes going on at once. Two toothless, tattered old men — almost certainly oilers — fought with stumbling desperation, surrounded by a ring of jeering teenagers exchanging money. Young men sat on the stoop, openly selling packets of snake oil. A man backhanded a woman. An older man stood behind a card table that held an array of guns, and people browsed under his threatening gaze.
 “God,” Julie said.
 “Yeah, welcome home,” Kendra said. “Hey, do you really think they’ll come after our families?”
 Julie wanted to reassure the girl, who’d already been beaten and kidnapped tonight. But she would not be just one more meta lying to the people of the Estates. Now that she knew her headmistress was in bed with the Syndicate, she couldn’t afford to underestimate the Syndicate’s slimy reach. “They might. If you didn’t have ID on you, they’ll have no idea who you are, but I wouldn’t be surprised if enforcers show up in this courtyard sometime soon. I’ll do my best to stop them.”
 “No offense, I mean, you obviously know how to fight, but I don’t think you can stop the Syndicate. You’re just a girl.”
 Julie knew this was where the big hero speech came in, where she should say something about standing up for justice and freedom, but as she walked past another beating in progress, she just felt like she didn’t have it in her. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “But I’m gonna hate myself if I don’t try.”
 “No big deal,” the girl says. “Everybody here hates themselves. At least you can hate yourself in a nicer place than this. Well, this is home,” she said as they reached the door. “Thanks for the ride. And thanks for saving me. For saving us.”
 Saving you for this? Julie thought. She looked around the Estates and wondered how long it would be until Kendra found herself in another terrible situation. Mom was right, Julie thought: panic and rage are my enemies. But what about despair?
 “Is your… are your parents around?” Julie asked.
 Kendra gave a bitter little laugh. “Dad’s out drinking, like always, and Mom’s an oiler who disappeared two years ago. Let’s just say if you hadn’t saved us, I’d be following her into the family business.”
 “I’m sorry,” Julie said. She was ashamed. She’d go back to the Rookery and be cold and alone and afraid but safe and comfortable, two things she thought Kendra had probably never been in her life. Then she had a brainstorm.
 “Hey. Can you… I’ll be back in ten minutes. I have something I want to give you.”
 “Yeah, okay,” Kendra said. “I’m up there,” she pointed to a third floor window just to the right of the door. “With my brother.”
 “Great. I’ll be right back,” Julie said.
 The walk out of the courtyard was long, with men and boys calling out to her, asking if she wanted oil, asking if she wanted them, telling her she wanted them. She glared at anyone who spoke to her, and maybe she looked just dangerous enough they figured she wasn’t worth it because no one tried to stop her. Once outside the Estates, Julie took to the air, feeling like she could breathe for the first time since she got there. She flew to the Rookery, got what she wanted, put on her costume (although, she realized, she had no secret identity anymore) and flew back to the Estates. Hovering outside, she knocked on Kendra’s window, and Kendra opened it. A smile crossed her face.
 “That’s a cool trick,” she said.
 “Yeah, it is. Here,” Julie said, handing Kendra the bundle in her arms. “It’s my St. Andrew’s uniform. It’ll keep you safe.” She looked around the courtyard. “At least from the Syndicate.”
 “Thanks,” Kendra said. “But what about you?”
 And Julie felt the need to make a little hero speech. “I’m not worried about the Syndicate,” she said. “They need to worry about me.”
 Kendra smiled. “In your baby blue uniform?” she asked. “Pretty tough.”
 Julie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, you don’t look very scary either, but you’re pretty tough. You ran even after you saw what might happen, and you took a hell of a beating.”
 Kendra sighed. “I’ve got practice with that,” she said, and Julie’s heart sank.
 “I’m gonna try to make things better,” Julie said.
 “Well, that already puts you ahead of everybody else in this cesspool of a city,” Kendra said. “Thanks again. For everything,” she said, and closed the window.
 Julie flew back to the Rookery. Despite her sadness and all the thoughts racing through her mind, she fell asleep as soon as she crawled into bed.
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Payback

Nobody stormed the Rookery that night. Julie slept through the night, undisturbed by alarms, and when she woke up, she was ready. She didn’t know how to find Mom or save Mom, but she could carry on Mom’s work.
 She poured a bowl of dry cereal and mixed up some powdered milk — the food stored at the Rookery was nourishing, but not exactly tasty — and took a shower. She then donned her costume and flew to the top of the bell tower to think. She looked out on New Edinburgh. It was a gray day. Low-hanging clouds covered the top of Hume Tower and the whole city looked even dirtier than usual.
 She knew there would be repercussions from last night — nobody cripples a Syndicate enforcer in front of witnesses without consequences. Julie tried to think like last night’s captors: they depended on fear, so they would have to make a show of strength in the neighborhoods to remind everyone that they were still in control.
 “You can’t be everywhere,” Mom’s voice said. “But you can make them fear you everywhere.” That’s what Mom always did. Everybody in this town looked over their shoulder for Red Talon every time they broke the law. Or they used to, anyway.
 So maybe she could mess up one enforcer chasing down one girl tonight, but so what? There would be dozens of others on dozens of streets picking up dozens of girls. Suddenly Julie smiled. She saw their weakness. When they spread out like flies on the heap of manure that was New Edinburgh, she could only swat one at a time. But they all had to go back to the same place. And when they did, they’d get a little surprise.
 She needed more information. Down in the cemetery, Howard Gerber was opening the door to his equipment shed. Julie flew down silently, landing directly behind him.
 “Hey, Howie!” she said.
 “Aaaagh!” Gerber jumped a mile. “Dammit! You scared the crap out of me! And don’t call me Howie.”
 “Howie, are you my friend? I mean, did you sell out Red Talon?”
 Howard Gerber’s face turned red. “No. I did not sell out the woman I loved. You can believe me or not — I don’t really care. But you need to stop asking me that. It hurts me enough that she’s gone. I don’t need you hurting me again with that question.”
 Julie was suddenly ashamed. “I’m sorry. I’m still new at this. I feel like Mom knew — ” then she stopped. “But you knew she was my mom anyway, didn’t you?”
 “Well, I kind of figured you were the flying kid she used to talk about, yeah.”
 Suddenly Julie was bursting with questions. What did she say about me? Was she proud of me? What do you know about her life before me? Where is she? Where is she? But she didn’t ask any of these. Instead, she just said, “Look. I’m sorry. I believe you really were my mom’s friend. I need some help.”
 Gerber sighed. “Is it about finding her?”
 Julie hesitated. “Well… I mean…”
 He shook his head. “Then no. I’m sorry, but no. I’m not… I’ve been off the streets for years, and I can’t — it almost killed me. Do you understand?”
 Julie nodded. “Before last night, I probably didn’t. Now I think I have a better idea. I was kidnapped and taken to the Club last night. So I have a little bit of an idea of what this city is like for people who don’t have St. Andrews Prep uniforms to protect them.”
 “You got kidnapped? How did you get away?”
 “Broke Curley’s kneecap. Knocked Sheila out. Think I broke her temple.”
 “Well, now you’ve done it. They’ll be looking for you. Listen, it’s hot as hell in this shed. Do you wanna come have a cup of tea or something?”
 “You wanna be seen with me? Like you say, the Syndicate’s looking for me now. Do you wanna walk over to your house from here right next to me? Might make it kind of uncomfortable for you if anyone’s watching.”
 “Fine. We’ll stay here. But you really should lie low for a while. They will be after you.”
 “They’ll be after the other six girls I was with, too. Those girls can’t fly, and they don’t have combat training, so I’m not that worried about myself right now. I just need to know if you’ve ever been to the Club.”
 Gerber laughed. “Any money I ever had went straight to oil. I never had much interest in anything else while I was in the grip.”
 “But you must have known people who went, right? You know more than I do.”
 “Well, you’ve been inside, and I haven’t, so I don’t know. I mean, I know that you only see enforcers when you walk in. The girls are on the second, third, fourth, and fifth floors. When you walk in, they assign you to a floor. I don’t know how that process works. There’s a private elevator to the fifth floor. Everybody else takes the stairs. That’s all I got.”
 “That’ll do,” Julie said. “Thanks.” She had more questions for Howard, but she felt like she was in danger of becoming Julie, breaking down and saying how much she missed her mommy, when she needed to be The Bluebird, pastel avenger of the night.
 Back in the Rookery, Julie laid out her plan in detail. She then spent a few hours training, making sure her combat skills were sharp, though, if her plan went off correctly, she wouldn’t need them tonight.
 Julie ate a disgusting meal of some sloppy goo in a military-issue foil pouch, and then got ready to go. Grabbing the keys from the hook, she climbed into Red Talon’s patrol vehicle — a low, black car, insanely fast and dangerous, that she’d never driven outside the tunnel before.
 Because Mom didn’t tell Julie a lot of things about the family business, she had no idea where the car had come from, how much it had cost, and whether she’d ever be able to get another one. She didn’t know if it was slightly stupid to sacrifice it for this mission… or very stupid.
 “But I won’t need a car,” Julie said aloud. “I can fly.”
 She climbed inside, turned the key, and listened as the engine roared to life. “Let’s go,” she said to nobody, and for just a hint of a second, Mom’s absence was a knife in her heart. She wanted Mom so badly it was an actual physical pain. Not because she wanted Mom to take over, or approve of the mission, or make sense of things, or anything else. Julie just wanted her Mom here because she loved her and missed her.
 She gunned the engine, the car roared through the tunnel, and soon Julie was much too concerned with keeping the car’s tremendous power under control to think about anything else. Through the tunnel she sped until she emerged inside a warehouse in Leith. She pressed the button on the roof, and the warehouse door swung open automatically.
 She roared through the streets, making sure to make as much noise and attract as much attention as possible. If the city thought Red Talon was back, that could only help her.
 It probably wouldn’t be long until she picked up a tail. She scanned the rearview mirror for traces of black Packards, but she saw none.
 She was three blocks from the club when she pressed the red button on the dash. She saw the flap on the hood open and heard the mechanism underneath slide into place. The Silent Scream was armed.
 Spinning around the corner, she pulled into the alley behind the club. The lorry that had been parked there last night, the one that had contained the kidnapped girls, was not there. Did that mean they were out looking for more victims? Maybe. But they’d have no place to bring them if Julie’s plan worked.
 She hit the brakes and aimed the front of the car at the back door of the club. Opening the door, she pressed the red button again, triggering the Silent Scream, then flew to the roof.
 Waves of ultrasound poured forth from the Silent Scream. As Julie looked down, she saw the metal back door start to shudder until it exploded backward out of its frame with a loud crash. That ought to get whoever was still in the building running. And when they ran toward the noise, they too would be flattened by the force of the Silent Scream. Well, they would until it ran out of power. Julie had no idea how long that would take, but she had to act quickly just in case.
 If what she’d seen the other night was any indication of how people got treated here, Julie figured the girls on the second floor were the most miserable of the entire miserable bunch of kidnapped prostitutes in this building.
 She pivoted and crashed through a second-floor window. A stringy-haired girl with brown teeth, who looked to Julie’s eyes to be somewhere between eighteen and thirty-five, sprang to her feet from a rickety bed and looked up in surprise.
 “Hey. You want to get out of here?” The Bluebird asked.
 The girl’s response was a string of vulgarity followed by a yes. Julie grabbed the filthy mattress the girl had been sitting on and tossed it out the window. “Go,” she said. “Get out.”
 The Bluebird was anticipating an argument about how she couldn’t possibly jump out the window, but the girl simply jumped, hit the mattress and ran away. Perhaps, Julie thought, it had been a while since the stringy-haired girl had considered her body to be either delicate or her own.
 She ventured out into the hall. She shouldn’t have been surprised by the rows of doors locked from the outside, but she was. Even with Curley, or whoever, to keep them in line with threats and violence, these girls were caged. If there were ever a fire in this building, every single one of the girls would die.
 Julie paused for a second as she considered the fact that one of her ideas for this place had been to start a fire. She would have been responsible for scores of deaths if she’d done that.
 Well, there would be time for second thoughts later. For now, she just ran down the hallway throwing bolts, opening doors and yelling that they had to get out.
 She hoped that most of the enforcers were still combing the streets looking for last night’s escapees. She hoped the rest were occupied with the Silent Scream. She hoped that however many were left wouldn’t be able to deal with so many escapees at once.
 A mass of people in various states of undress poured down the stairs, and Julie momentarily marveled at the jiggling breasts and flopping bellies of the gray-haired men who were the “clients.” Flying to the end of the hall, Julie crashed out though a second-floor window and then flew up and in through a third-floor window.
 Here, a client Julie quickly recognized as Chapman Stevenson, her Algebra teacher, stood, bare-chested, his substantial gut covered in a mat of white hair, while a slightly better-looking girl reclined on a slightly better bed. Julie suppressed the urge to vomit but not the urge to deliver a swift kick to Mr. Stevenson’s groin. He dropped like the sack of excrement he was, and the girl on the bed started to laugh.
 “Get out,” The Bluebird said. “I’m closing this place down.”
 “Don’t have to tell me twice,” the girl said.
 The Bluebird took the cheap door off its hinges with a well-placed kick. She ran into the hall with the girl behind her, and threw open all the doors as she ran down the hallway. Prostitutes and clients ran out of the rooms toward the stairwell.
 From below, Julie heard gunshots. That meant either that the enforcers had shot out the Silent Scream and were now firing at the car, or that the enforcers were firing at the escaping girls. She hoped that the presence of the clients would protect the girls, but she knew second- and third-floor clients were no more important to the Syndicate than the girls who worked there.
 She hit the stairwell to the fourth floor and saw two enforcers, large, bald men in suits, running down the stairs toward her. They were drawing guns from under their suit jackets as they ran, so they were in no position for an effective attack. The Bluebird launched herself up the stairs and ran into the first enforcer, pinning his hand under his jacket and knocking him backwards. She flew above their heads and watched with satisfaction as, off balance, they teetered and fell down the steps. Before they could recover long enough to draw their weapons, Julie was out of the stairwell and into the fourth-floor hallway. This floor, unlike the two below it, was carpeted. There were also fewer doors.
 Good, The Bluebird thought. Less work for me. She flung open doors; with the sound of gunfire still carrying from the lower floors, nobody needed any encouragement to flee the scene. Out a fourth-floor window she flew; outside the fifth floor, she paused. These windows were floor-to-ceiling, and red velvet drapes hung next to them. The Bluebird smiled. At last she’d have an opportunity to smash something nice.
 When she crashed through the window, she was stunned at what she saw. Gorgeous girls in expensive dresses lounged on sumptuous couches, glasses of wine in hand. They were all adorned with beautiful jewels, and they looked up with not nearly enough surprise and alarm as Julie burst through the window.
 The door opposite flew open, and there, with head bandaged and looking far more pale and sickly than she had last night, stood Sheila, resting her weight on a cane. She, at least, looked surprised when she saw The Bluebird.
 While The Bluebird searched for a quip with the perfect combination of menace and humor, Sheila disarmed her by laughing.
 “Little Julie Rouge! I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again so soon! So cute! Playing metahuman, when you’re just a scared little girl looking for her mommy! But mommy’s not here, you know. Oh, she was. Right here on the fifth floor where all the classiest pieces work. And just as deep in the oil as any of these glassy-eyed, tarted-up pieces of trash. But she’s not here now, your whore mother. No, she’s dead. Big, brave Red Talon, scourge of the underworld. She died screaming, I’m told, crying and begging. The same will happen to you. Your stupid costume won’t protect you. In the end, you’ll cry, and beg for them to be quick in sending you to your whore mother.”
 “Rage and panic — ” Mom’s voice began in her mind, but The Bluebird’s rage took over. She launched herself at Sheila, pivoted, and took out both legs and the cane, sending the leather-clad liar to the carpet.
 Julie wanted this horrible woman to cry out, to scream in pain. But instead, Sheila just kept laughing.
 “Oh, very good, little bird! Your mother the whore fought like that at first. Until I broke her like I break them all. Until she would do anything at all, anything in the world for the smallest taste of the oil. Until she was barely human. Like you. Look at yourself. You’re a sweating, grunting beast. You’ve lost your humanity, and I didn’t even have to touch you! You’re just a pathetic oil whore like your mother! You’ll never win!”
 She continued to laugh, and The Bluebird picked up the cane and brought it sharply down on Sheila’s mouth. Her laughter turned to choking as the cracked, yellow teeth the cane had knocked loose tumbled into her windpipe. Blood ran from her mouth as she rolled on the ground sputtering and choking.
 “Stop talking now,” Julie said. She looked around the room at the girls. They were all so deep in the oil that they had barely reacted to the beating they’d just witnessed. She considered her options. She’d never get them alert enough to go all the way down the stairs. The elevator might hold three, but there were at least a dozen in here and who knew how many more in the rooms. They couldn’t jump safely. She didn’t have the time or the strength to carry them out the window. And even if any of them wanted to get out now, once the itch started they’d sell out their own mothers for a dose of oil, and they’d be right back here. More likely, they’d be on a lower floor with no jewels and no champagne and only enough oil to keep the itch at bay, and possibly a disfiguring scar once they’d been beaten for their transgressions.
 This, Julie realized was the risk Sonia had taken. She had braved all the dangers and the terrors of her addiction and had made them all sorry they’d ever messed with her. Julie couldn’t deny these girls that opportunity. “Listen!” she said. “If you want to leave, I will see that you get home safely! This doesn’t have to be your life!”
 No one moved.
 Julie wanted to curl up in a ball and cry. But The Bluebird would never give Sheila that satisfaction. And besides, she heard footsteps on the stairs.
 She flew out the window. In the alley below, Syndicate enforcers were setting her mother’s car on fire.
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Who Am I?

Julie flew for about a minute, which took her halfway home, or what passed for home these days, when the sobs came.
 She got angry at herself. She shouldn’t be sobbing. Heroes didn’t cry. The Bluebird couldn’t show weakness, couldn’t let that woman get under her skin. And yet, it was happening.
 Everything felt dark and cold, and her stomach tightened up, and Julie cried. As she cried, she lost altitude. Like most metas, Julie didn’t have any understanding of how her powers worked: flying was always just something she was able to do. But she’d never tried to do it in the midst of a crying jag before. Turned out, it didn’t work.
 She tumbled gracelessly to the sidewalk. Her costume tore at the knee, and a trickle of blood ran down her leg. Fantastic. She’d done battle with some of the toughest thugs in the city, and it was her own inability to fly that had drawn blood.
 Julie wanted nothing more than to sit down and cry, but she knew she had just turned up the heat on herself by raiding the club, and if she stayed out in one spot for long enough, she’d eventually get caught and killed. Not that she cared a lot about that right now. But she didn’t want to let Mom down.
 Mom. Another round of sobs shook Julie’s midsection. Julie was all alone in the world with only her memories to keep her company. And even those were all lies.
 Of course, Sheila might have been lying — she would have said anything to get under Julie’s skin — but as soon as she’d said all that, a lot of things made sense. Mom had no family, or never talked about them, and never talked about what things were like when she was little, or what anything was like before Julie was born. Julie learned early on that curiosity on any of those points sent Mom into a black cloud of anger and depression that it took her hours to get out of. What little kid wants to make their Mom feel like that? Julie hadn’t, so she’d stopped asking and tried to accept the holes in their life.
 Which was not that hard because they’d had so much training, such important work to do. But now everything seemed like a stupid waste to Julie. She stumbled through the streets, tears running down her face, and it began to rain. “Great!” Julie said aloud before loosing a scream.
 “Shut the hell up!” someone yelled from an upper-story window.
 Headlights appeared, and Julie had the sense to duck behind a mailbox. But she wasn’t really sure why she cared. She wasn’t The Bluebird. The Bluebird was a sucker raised on lies. The Bluebird would never find her mom, because maybe her mom was back on the oil and didn’t want to be found. She’d hardly be the first mom to abandon her kid for a taste of oil.
 Julie was soaked and cold on the outside, and just plain cold on the inside. And yet she still walked toward Potterrow Cemetery. Maybe someone was following her. Maybe they’d corner and kill her when she got home. And then she’d be stupid enough to die for a lie. The lie of Red Talon, the lie of Sonia Rouge.
 Her stomach rebelled. It couldn’t hold all these feelings, all the hatred and disgust and sadness and fear and loneliness. So Julie dropped to her knees and puked in the gutter, like any oiler on a bender.
 “Like mother like daughter, I guess,” Julie said to no one as she stood up and wiped the strings of vomit from the corners of her mouth.
 And then, after some time, a great mercy visited Julie. She was unable to cry any more. She felt dazed and empty and sad, but she felt like she had no more tears left.
 Not wanting to test her power in this state, Julie climbed over the fence of the cemetery. She looked at the cold, dark chapel and over to Gerber’s house, which glowed with warm yellowish light. He might have tea.
 Julie walked over to Gerber’s back door and knocked. Ten seconds later, she heard the click of the unlocking door, and it opened about an inch. Maybe a trap. Julie didn’t care. She pushed it gently open and saw Gerber standing just beyond the range of the door, smiling.
 “I figured it was probably you, and I didn’t want to get hit by the door ag — whoa. What happened? Are you okay?”
 “Can I have a cup of tea?” Julie said.
 “Sure, kid. Come on in,” Gerber said. Julie staggered to the kitchen table and plopped down in a rickety wooden chair. Gerber swept past her and closed the back door, then headed to the stove. He lit the burner with a match and set the kettle on it.
 Julie stared at the table. The wood grain was showing through the thin layer of paint. She counted eight knots on the tabletop. Gerber didn’t speak, and at some point later, she had a cup of tea in front of her.
 “Sugar?” Gerber said.
 Julie had always taken sugar in her tea. But she wasn’t the same person now she’d always been. “No thanks,” she said, taking a sip of the tea. It was bitter.
 Gerber sat across the table from her. Julie looked up, ready to snap at him the second he said something stupid like did she want to talk about it or what was wrong or anything like that. But he didn’t say anything. He just sipped his tea in silence.
 “Tell me what you know about Mom,” Julie said.
 And suddenly Gerber was blushing. “Well. I mean, I don’t…”
 “At the club. They told me she was an oil whore. Tell me if it’s true.”
 Gerber studied his tea. Then he took a sip and put the mug back on the table. Without looking up from his tea, he said, “Yeah, kid. That’s what she told me.”
 Julie felt more tears gathering behind her eyes. She took a gulp of hot tea and shoved them back.
 “Tell me everything. I don’t care. Everything. No matter what it is. I have to know. I have to…” Her voice betrayed her and was lost in a gulping sob. She cursed her tears; now it was her turn to study the teacup.
 “Listen. You’re never going to be able to un-know this stuff once I tell you. Are you sure you — ”
 “Tell me!” Julie shouted, banging her fist on the table. The teacups rattled.
 Gerber took another sip of his tea. “Okay. I just wanted to check. I’m just gonna… okay. She got nabbed when she was about your age, she told me. They took her to the club and, well. You know what happens there. Top floor. They got her on the oil, of course. And I guess she got to be — God, I’m sorry. She was the favorite of one of the big lieutenants. MacHeath.
 “This went on for a couple of years. And then she — I need you to understand what this takes, even though there’s no way you can. She woke up one morning and decided she was done with oil. Let me just tell you that I woke up and made that same decision like a hundred times. Actually, more like a thousand. But, for me, that decision flew right out the window as soon as the itch in my brain started. Imagine the worst itch you’ve ever felt, and imagine it’s inside your skull and there’s only one way to scratch it. You might be able to take it for an hour or two, but before a day passed, you’d be screaming at the top of your lungs for anything to make the itch stop. And then you’d take it, even knowing it was what caused the itch in the first place.
 “That’s what always happened to me, anyway. But not your mom. She was stronger than anyone I ever knew. She beat the oil on her own. Nobody does that, kid. Nobody but her, anyway.” And this time it was Gerber’s voice that broke as he choked back a sob. “She got clear-headed, and she made a plan. I think it was… she got MacHeath to think he deserved more than he was getting. That he should be in charge. He made a play. I don’t know what it involved, but I know he wound up with a ton of money and a New Eddy necktie.”
 Julie looked up, confused.
 “It’s what the Syndicate does to people when they want to send a message. They slit their throat and pull their tongue through the hole. Anyway, the money MacHeath grabbed never turned up. And neither did his favorite girl. She disappeared. And then… they cleaned out all the employees and started over with a fresh wave of abductions.
 “That was what made her become Red Talon. She was just looking out for herself, looking to get out of a bad situation and make her own situation better. She had no idea it would end like that. All her co-workers were butchered. And probably tortured to death to find out who had taken the money. It turned out MacHeath had not been, uh, exclusive in his patronage of club employees.
 “Of course she wasn’t to blame, but she felt like she had their blood on her hands. That’s even how she came up with the name. Red Talon. It wasn’t to scare the criminals. It was to remind herself of those girls, just like her — poor girls forced into a life in hell that ended in torture.
 “A year or so later, Sonia Rouge showed up in town. She thought that everybody who knew her before was dead. But I guess that wasn’t true, if somebody was telling you this. Which means it was probably the Syndicate who killed her.”
 “If she’s dead,” Julie said. She feared her mother might be worse than dead — in the middle of being tortured to find out where the money was. Or gone by choice, back into the embrace of the oil. Gerber looked like he was about to say something, but then he remained silent.
 “But, so, why were you at the club anyway?”
 “I took it out. Let everybody go.”
 Gerber sighed. He lifted his teacup, found it empty, and looked at it with surprise. “More tea?”
 “Yeah, okay,” Julie said.
 “You know,” Gerber said as he struck a match, “they’re all oilers there. They’ll be back in less than a day when the itch starts.”
 “I don’t think they’re all oilers. I talked to one girl who was pretty clear-headed. I think maybe they save the oil for the upper floors.”
 Gerber thought for a minute. “Could be, I guess. No need to keep the bottom floor girls hooked. They’re expendable. No need to waste the oil on ‘em.”
 Gerber stood silent by the stove until the kettle started to whistle.
 “Is he my dad?” Julie said. “MacHeath? Or was it just some other…client?”
 Gerber took his time pouring out the hot water.
 “The top floor girls. They all get sterilized during their…orientation. So, no. MacHeath isn’t your dad.”
 And, Julie thought, Sonia Rouge isn’t my mom.
 “Who am I?” she asked.




13
Enter the Resurrectionist

“You’re Julie. You’re The Bluebird. You’re Sonia Rouge’s kid. Nothing else matters.”
 “Maybe not to you. But there is no Sonia Rouge. And she’s not my mom.”
 “Like hell she’s not. You think just because she didn’t give birth to you, she’s not your mom?”
 Julie thought about that for a minute, then put her head down on the table. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. Where’d she get me?” It occurred to Julie that she probably was the daughter of an oil-addled prostitute, just one who didn’t happen to be Sonia Rouge.
 “She said she rescued you from a fire. That’s all I know. Listen. I’m sorry.”
 “Do you know her real name? Sonia’s?”
 “I made the mistake of asking her that once. She told me it didn’t matter. That the other person was dead. There was nobody but Sonia.”
 Julie raised her head off the table. She needed to be alone. “Thanks for the tea,” she said.
 “No problem, kid. Hey, did you really take out the club?”
 “I tried. Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.” She turned to go, and Gerber put a hand on her forearm.
 “Listen. I know you want to make things right. Or make things better. But you can’t do stuff like that. It’s too dangerous. Look at what your mom did. She chipped away at the edges. She didn’t go trying to stick a knife in the Syndicate’s heart.”
 Julie pulled her arm away. “Well, maybe Mom should have done more. She got herself killed anyway, and she didn’t change anything.”
 “That’s not true. There are hundreds of lives she touched, and — ”
 Julie whirled on Gerber and found herself screaming. “Don’t lecture me about her! You don’t know anything! And what are you doing, anyway? Hiding? How’s that going to help? Who’s gonna know or care when you die?”
 She slammed the door behind her and walked through the rain and the darkness to the chapel.
 When she reached her room in The Rookery, she looked at the giant four-poster bed she’d been sleeping in. It was made of a very dark, very hard wood, and it was hand-carved all over with images of birds of prey. It had probably cost a small fortune.
 A fortune in stolen blood money. Julie was glad Mom had stolen from the Syndicate, but as she looked at this bed, she felt disgusted. Mom had known better than anyone where that money came from. From the labor of teenage sex slaves. From the ruined lives of oil addicts. From the deaths of debtors.
 Maybe Mom felt like she’d earned it during the years she spent working for the Syndicate. But Julie had done nothing to earn it. She’d grown up in ease and luxury while girls like Kendra slept in hell every night, while girls like the one she’d rescued from the bottom floor of the club had to sleep on the same thin, filthy mattresses that reminded them every day that their bodies weren’t their own.
 She didn’t deserve this. Any of it. The safety, the nice things, the private school uniform that kept her safe. It had all been bought with other people’s misery. And stupid Gerber told her she was trying to do too much. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was everybody else was doing too little.
 Julie sat on the cold floor, head in hands. What was she going to do?
 Well. She needed a certain amount of money and food to stay alive. But she didn’t need to stay here. She couldn’t stay here. It sickened her.
 She walked to the kitchen, poured herself a big glass of water, and drank it down. She was suddenly very tired. Reluctantly, she walked back to the bedroom and crawled into the gigantic bed carved by hands she didn’t know and paid for with the bodies of girls like her. And her Mom.
 She felt a stab of pain for everything she’d lost. All Julie wanted in the world was for things to go back to the way they were, but even if Mom were alive, things would never be the same again. She wanted to cry, but there were no tears left.
 “Mommy,” Julie said softy. But of course there was no answer. She closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.
  
 Julie woke up without even getting those few seconds where she didn’t remember where she was or what the situation was. Well, she thought, that’s fine. It was always cruel and sad when she realized exactly what was happening. She climbed out of bed, mixed some powdered milk with water, and poured it over a bowl of Krispy Korn.
 It tasted like nothing. Julie figured the sadness covering her like a wet blanket must be dulling her senses. In this case, though, it wasn’t bad. The taste of nothing was at least better than what powdered milk and Krispy Korn usually tasted like.
 She felt overwhelmed. There was so much to do. “Make a plan,” Mom had said. “Don’t take on everything at once. Make a plan and chip away at small parts of your task.”
 “Was that what you were doing with the Syndicate, Mom?” Julie said aloud. Was Mom’s chipping away, as Gerber had called it, the way she was planning to take down the Syndicate? Was it an example of too-careful planning, or was it cowardice and lack of vision? She’d never know unless Mom showed up again. Which was looking less likely every day. If she was off on an oil bender, Julie was pretty sure she didn’t want to see her again. She’d rather remember Mom as strong, confident, smart Red Talon than some glassy-eyed, pathetic oiler.
 Well, that kind of thinking would lead her to spend the rest of the day curled up in the blood-money bed, weeping. S
 he had stuff to do. She grabbed a pen and a piece of paper and wrote:
 1.New Hideout.
 2.Who am I?
 3. Protect Fraser Estates from revenge for the club fire.
 The problem was that it was daytime, and all these tasks required her to work at night.
 She walked into the media room and flipped on the TV. A guy with a pencil-thin microphone was leering at the camera as he asked celebrities to fill in the blanks in suggestive sentences he read. Julie wondered if he was important enough to be a top floor client. Everywhere she looked, she saw evil and sickness. Even her own mother hadn’t been immune. Her mom was…
 The only person Gerber had ever even heard of who kicked the oil on her own. She was someone who’d been kidnapped just like Julie and Kendra and the rest, but who hadn’t had the training she needed to take out Curley. Someone who had made a plan, and gotten herself out using whatever edge she had. Exactly like she’d always told Julie to do. Someone who had made the city a little bit better. Maybe not very much better. But a little. Which was more than most people did. Sure, Mom’s money was dirty. But so was everybody’s in New Eddy. At least she’d tried to make it clean.
 So Mom was tough. But Julie wasn’t her daughter–not really. None of that strength got passed on to Mom’s daughter, because Mom didn’t have one. Not a real one. Just one she’d stolen. Mom was, or had been, or whatever, a skilled liar. She’d told Gerber she found Julie at a fire. Maybe that was true. Or maybe not. Maybe Julie had a mother somewhere in New Eddy, someone who missed her and worried about her, maybe someone who’d tried drowning her grief in booze or oil. Would Mom–Sonia, whoever–have done that to someone else? What was in her heart? Julie didn’t think her mom would have done something as evil as stealing someone else’s kid. But then, Sonia wasn’t really Mom. And Julie remembered Sonia’s admonition: “addicts are liars. Never believe anything an addict tells you. If the sun is shining and they tell you it’s daytime, don’t believe them. They will tell you anything and do anything for their next fix, and sometimes they’ll lie for no reason other than to stay in practice.”
 Well. Julie had no idea that Sonia had been talking about herself. She had to find out about the fire. She’d have to scan microfilms of the Picayune at the library, but that would have to happen after closing, when no nosy clerks would be asking questions and possibly even making phone calls to the Syndicate.
 In the meantime, maybe she could start poking around firehouses in Pollock Hills. She had to believe that’s where the fire had been. Where else could you steal a kid and have nobody care? But if she did that in costume, she’d be fighting off enforcers before she could open her mouth. And if she did it out of costume, without her St. Andrew’s Prep uniform for safety, who knew what kind of trouble she’d have to deal with?
 She tried to think of a solution when the inane chatter of the TV game show was interrupted by the sound of three bells ringing.
 “This is a ZBOC Breaking News Update!” a man’s voice said. Julie focused her attention on the TV.
 The anchor, his hair slick with pomade and his mustache neatly trimmed, read from sheets of paper in front of him. “This just in to the ZBOC news desk. The body of former New Edinburgh mayor James Somerville was found in the middle of One Police Plaza this morning. Seven years ago, the then-sitting mayor of New Edinburgh left a note at his home stating that he was going on a hiking trip to the Appalachian Trail. His secretary, Miss Candee Suite, disappeared at the same time, leading many to believe that the mayor had abandoned both his family and his duties as mayor of New Edinburgh. This morning, however, Somerville’s decayed remains surfaced at One Police Plaza. Here’s our reporter on the scene, Graeme Robertson. Graeme?”
 The screen filled briefly with snowy static, and a young man, eyes wide with excitement and holding a pencil thin microphone just like the one on the game show, stood in front of One Police Plaza. “Walter, the former mayor’s body was identified because it had evidently been buried in peaty soil that preserved and mummified it. Physical evidence visible to this reporter suggests that the former mayor died of a gunshot wound to the head. Pinned to his chest was a note that said, “The first of many.” It was signed, “The Resurrectionist.” Of course we don’t know if this self-styled Resurrectionist is the mayor’s killer, or simply someone who, as his name suggests, digs up bodies. Resurrectionists were active in nineteenth-century New–”
 Julie turned off the TV. She had a pretty good idea who The Resurrectionist was.
 She threw on some clothes and hurried to Gerber’s cottage. She knocked on the door, got no answer, touched the handle and the door swung open. She ran through the possibilities: Howard was not here. Howard was here and dead. Or… Howard was here and surrounded by armed Syndicate enforcers. Julie flew to the ceiling. If they were here they must have heard the knocking, but there was no sense in telegraphing her movements with footsteps on the creaky floor.
 Her heart began pounding and her senses sharpened. Or that’s how it felt. She was ready to fight, ready to flee, ready to think quickly and act decisively. She felt strong and good.
 She flew through the kitchen. No sign of a struggle, nothing out of place. Into the living room, where she’d never been. And where she saw the back of Howard’s head. He was sitting in a chair. A syringe full of what Julie had to assume was Snake Oil sat on the table in front of him.
 She gently settled down onto the ground. “Howard?” she whispered.
 He didn’t answer. She crept around to the front of the chair, fully expecting to find him dead. Instead, she saw him staring at the syringe, apparently unaware of her presence.
 “Howard!” she shouted. He blinked and looked at her.
 “Hey,” he said flatly.
 “So, uh, The Resurrectionist, huh? Good name!” she chirped. She hated the too-enthusiastic, too-high, fake sound of her voice.
 “Thanks,” Gerber sighed. “I. You were right. What you yelled at me.”
 “I’m sorry about that. I was upset about Mo — Sonia, and I — ”
 “No. You were right. I got free of oil because of her. I owe it to her to try to continue her work.”
 “I… um. It was too mean, anyway. I thought you were dead when I walked in here, and I cared. So there’s my answer. I would care. And I also would feel kind of guilty if you went back on the oil because of something I said, so how about we just get rid of the syringe?”
 Gerber looked away from the syringe and toward Julie. “I’ve had it for years. Since I stopped. It’s a hot shot — enough oil to kill me. I swore to myself when I stopped that my next shot would be my last. So I made sure. It’s always been here. If I ever need it enough to take it, I’m taking myself out.”
 “So, um, are you thinking about taking yourself out?”
 Gerber sighed. He stood, grabbed the syringe, and put in on the mantel over the fireplace. “Kind of. You want some tea?”
 “Okay.” Julie was worried by his response, but the fact that he was willing to move away from the hot shot seemed like a good sign.
 He put the kettle on, dipped a spoon into a canister of tea, and placed the tea leaves in a strainer, then into a little ceramic teapot. “It’s not just the thing you’re addicted to,” Howard said. “It’s the rituals that surround it. The triggers. I’m talking about tea here. The preparation is almost as satisfying as drinking it.” Julie didn’t say anything.
 “It was hard, going back out there. It was harder than I thought. But in a different way. It wasn’t that the voices of the dead were so horrible that I had to drown them out. It was nice when I dug up the mayor and the sound got just a little bit quieter. That’s all they want, you know. Really. It’s not…they feel the pain of their loved ones, and it hurts them. They just want to be remembered properly. It’s not that much to ask, really. There’s just so damn many of them now.
 “It’s just that I always used to use as soon as I heard the voices. And hearing the voices made me crave it like I haven’t craved it in a long, long time. It feels fantastic, you know. At first. After a while you just need it to not feel terrible. But it’s been long enough. I know exactly how good that first shot would feel. And how each one after would be a little less good. Which is another reason I have the hot shot.”
 He poured out the tea. They sipped in silence. Finally, Julie whispered, staring at the table. “Is she…Sonia. Did you hear her?”
 “No. But I’m going to keep looking.”
 “Don’t. I mean. I want to know, but I’m going to feel guilty if you do this for me and wind up dying.”
 “It’s not for you, kid. No offense. I’m in love with her. And I — it’s partly for me. And it’s only going to get easier. If I get through today without using, I’ll know I can do it. And when I go out the next time, I’ll have that success to build on. Soon I’ll have weeks without using.”
 “Or else you’ll be dead. They’ll kill you if they catch you.”
 Gerber smiled and gestured around him. “This ain’t living, kid. This is imprisonment. Besides. They’ll kill you if they catch you, too. Are you gonna stop?”
 “They’re not going to catch me.”
 Howard smiled. “I really hope you’re right, kid.”
 Julie took another sip of tea. “Do you need me to stay here? To make sure you don’t take the shot?”
 Gerber actually laughed. “Kid, if I want that shot bad enough, there’s nothing you can do to stop me. I know all about your fancy combat training. It doesn’t matter.”
 Julie didn’t say anything. Gerber continued, “But yeah. If you don’t mind. You might distract me. You wanna play draughts for a while?”
 Julie hated draughts and was terrible at it. “Sure,” she said.
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Reading in the Dark

When night fell, Gerber said he was tired enough to sleep and promised not to kill himself.
 Julie knew that addicts lie like breathing, but she had things she needed to do.
 She knew she probably should go to Fraser Estates first. The Syndicate had been hit twice now, and whether they had a new club or not, they would have to strike back — their prestige depended on it. And they’d have to do it in a place where the word would spread quickly through New Edinburgh’s underground. It would have to be Fraser Estates.
 But it was only seven o’clock, and there was no way the Syndicate would strike until after ten, when the nocturnal criminals were just coming out and the regular people would be back in their rooms and cowering behind closed shades.
 In the meantime, Julie needed to know who she was. She flew to the end of the Holyrood line, where the trains come above ground. She couldn’t be seen going into the station by The Rookery anymore, but she had to get to the secret passage into the library. She didn’t think she’d been seen, but she lingered on the abandoned track for five minutes looking for pursuers before entering the secret passage to the library.
 Once in the library, she could fly silently through the stacks, but she didn’t know the schedule of the security guards, and she’d have to make noise and light when she looked at the microfilms. But first she’d have to find the microfilms. This turned out to be a much bigger pain than Julie had anticipated. The microfilms behind the desk were indexed by number, so she had to go to the index, try to read the tiny print by the dim light filtering in from the hallway, and then find the relevant volumes of The Picayune.
 The difficulty of finding the films, though, was nothing compared to the difficulty of trying to thread a microfilm reader in semi-darkness. After three tries, Julie finally got the reader to work correctly. She started browsing through City sections in the year of her birth, looking for headlines about fires. It was hard and tedious work made harder by having to flip off the power on the microfilm reader every time she heard a noise that could be a security guard doing a walkthrough. Given that the library building was a hundred years old, she heard a lot of noises.
 Still, as she got to the issues from thirteen years ago, she started to see more fire stories. Warehouses at first. Then offices. And then apartments. The Picayune believed the fires had been the work of a single arsonist. They showed a map with all of the fires plotted — they were all within a one-mile radius of Fraser Estates, so The Picayune called the arsonist “The Fraser Firebug.”
 And then, this, from when Julie was one and a half years old: “Fraser Firebug Fries Family of Four.”
 
  Last night, the arsonist dubbed the Fraser Firebug struck again, this time causing loss of life in addition to property. The fire started in an abandoned warehouse but quickly spread to nearby housing. The tenement at 24 West Preston Street burned to the ground,claiming the lives of all four members of the Azul family: mother Maria, father Pedro, and eighteen-month-old twin girls Luz and Flor.

 Julie felt a chill. She stared at the paragraph over and over again. Eighteen-month-old girls. Luz and Flor. Was she one of them? Had Sonia pulled her out of the fire? The article did not mention Red Talon ever being on the scene. And it said both girls had died.
 A voice puller her out of her reverie. “Hey! What are you doing in there?” Julie looked up but was blinded by the light of the microfilm reader in her face. She cursed her stupidity. She’d been so absorbed in the article she hadn’t heard the security guard. She snapped off the light in the reader and yanked the film from the sprockets. No sense in giving away exactly what she was looking at. She rolled sideways, then sprang to her feet and vaulted up to the ceiling, where she hovered. The security guard trained his torch on the spot where she had been sitting and lit up her empty chair. The beam went all over the room, but never up to the top of the high ceiling.
 The beam stayed on the long wooden counter where patrons usually brought their little slips of paper with their microfilm requests. It really was the perfect place to hide. “I know you’re back there,” the guard said. “You need to come out. I’m calling the police, and it’ll be easier on you if you just give up.”
 And as soon as I give myself up to the police, they give me over to the Syndicate, and it’s lights out for The Bluebird, Julie thought. No thanks.
 The guard stayed in the doorway, blocking one exit. The librarians’ access to the stacks was behind the desk… where she couldn’t currently go. Stupid. She should have sprinted for the stacks right away instead of flying to the ceiling. Now she was pinned up here.
 The guard pulled out his walkie-talkie. “This is Stevenson. I’m in periodicals, and we’ve got an intruder in here. Yeah. Have Rodriguez come up through the stacks and meet me here. Yep. Okay.”
 Great. How long could she stay up here? All night? Somebody would see her eventually. She looked around. Just a few feet away was a light fixture — a chandelier with lots of little electric bulbs. She flew slowly and deliberately toward it and reached carefully over the thousands of pieces of glass that would tinkle together if she brushed them and give away her position. Slowly, slowly, she twisted a bulb out of its socket. Then another. She hoped that would be enough. She chucked the bulb, and it landed behind the desk, exploding in the dark. The torch beam swung toward the sound. “Hey!” the guard called. “What’s going on back there?”
 Julie waited another moment, then threw the second bulb. It crashed, and the guard yelled again, “Hey!” Come on, Julie thought. Move. Don’t just yell at me. Come and get me.
 “Come out from back there now!” The guard yelled. Julie wished she had something else to break. All right!” the guard said. “I am drawing my weapon and approaching the desk! Come out with your hands up!”
 A gun? Security guards at the library carried guns? She watched as the guard crept toward the desk. When he was nearly there, Julie shot toward the open door. As she flew past, her foot caught the edge of the chandelier and it clinked and swung. The torch beam illuminated her as she flew out the door, and the sound of the gunshot that followed echoed off the library’s marble floors. She flew faster than she ever had before. Down the center of the staircase and through the front doors. Alarms went off and emergency lights lit up the doorway. She heard another gunshot, but she was a hundred feet straight up in the air by that point. She zipped over to the city hall dome and perched on the top.
 Stupid, stupid, stupid. Julie chided herself and imagined what Mom — or, rather, Sonia — would have said about this incredible display of stupidity. “Nearly got yourself killed so you could read the newspaper?” She could see Sonia’s face in her mind, her mouth curled up in incredulous rage. Shut up, Sonia, Julie thought. You’re a liar.
 She wished Sonia were here so she could call her a liar. And find out who she really was.
 The Bluebird — this stupid name was all she had for now — tried to shake these thoughts off. Whoever she was, whatever she was, she had a job to do. No sense kicking herself over what had gone wrong. Not when there was still so much to make right.
 She’d wasted enough time at the library. She had to get over to Fraser Estates. She took a deep breath and jumped from the dome, flying till she reached the twisting streets of Pollock Hills, and then the plateau where the estates sprawled below Somerville’s Folly. The dead mayor really had been an idiot to think that anybody would want to work in an office tower in this part of town. Julie wondered if maybe the incomplete tower had anything to do with why the Syndicate had killed him. Probably. Everything came back to the Syndicate in New Eddy.
 She flew to Kendra’s window and knocked gently. Nobody answered, and Julie’s heart began to beat faster. Stupid, stupid. She’d been thinking about herself and almost getting killed at the library just so she could not really find out who the hell she was when she should have been guarding the Estates. She rapped again, a little louder this time. And then she heard a scream.
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I Don't Need You

The Bluebird crashed through the window and found herself in a small, dark room about the size of her walk-in closet in her old house. Two mattresses lay on the floor next to a pile of clothes.
 She ran through the door and into the hallway. Another scream. It was definitely a girl, and it definitely came from the kitchen. In four steps, Julie was in the kitchen, ready to do battle with a Syndicate enforcer.
 And then there wasn’t a Syndicate enforcer there. A young boy with Kendra’s red hair and freckles cowered in a corner while a thin man with dirty hair and graying stubble stood in front of Kendra. A red handprint marked Kendra’s face. Tears ran down her cheek and blood trickled out of the side of her mouth. The room stank of alcohol.
 “No more Daddy. No more,” Kendra gulped out. Julie had seen enough. She slid across the old, peeling linoleum and took Kendra’s dad out at the ankles. He crumpled to the floor and Julie, still on the ground, gave him a swift kick in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. He gasped, and Julie hopped to her feet to give him finishing kick to the groin. Her foot was going forward when she was felled by a fast punch between her shoulder blades. She fell on top of Kendra’s dad, silently cursing herself as the smell of whiskey and stale sweat filled her nose. The whole thing had been a setup!
 “Get the hell off my dad!” Kendra was screaming. Julie looked up, expecting to see the enforcer whose ambush this was. Instead, she saw Kendra, her fist clenched and tears running down her freckled face. “Get the hell out of here! You don’t belong here! You don’t know anything about what’s happening here!”
 “I think I can see pretty clearly what’s happening here,” Julie said. “Can you?”
 “Shut up, I said!” Kendra screamed. The tears kept falling from her face. “It’s not your business! Not everybody needs you! I don’t need you and I don’t need your help!”
 “Fine,” Julie said. “I’ll just go, then. Sorry to disturb you.” She propped herself up and looked Kendra’s dad in the eye and whispered, “If you keep hitting her or her little brother, I’m gonna find out. And I’m gonna find you. And I’m gonna make you pay. It’s over. Do you understand me?”
 Kendra’s dad spat in her face. Julie wiped the whiskey-soaked saliva on her sleeve and stood up. Kendra said, “Get out! And use the door, not the window, you flying freak.”
 “Remember what I said,” The Bluebird said to Kendra’s dad, who was struggling to his feet.
 She turned to walk down the hall. “I’ll take the window,” The Bluebird said. “Can’t start pretending I’m not a freak now.” She turned into the bedroom and wondered why her eyes were stinging, then figured it out when tears blurred her vision. She just wanted to help. She just wanted a friend. She had nobody.
 She reached the tiny bedroom, and the light flicked on behind her. Kendra stood in the doorway and gasped. Julie turned around and saw Kendra pointing at the bed covered in broken glass. “Are you kidding me?” Kendra said. “Now I get to spend the rest of the night picking glass slivers off the beds. And then I have to go fill out a form in triplicate and hope the housing authority fixes the window before winter comes. What happens the next time it rains? And what if a piece of glass gets in my little brother’s eye? Did you think about that?”
 “No,” The Bluebird said. “I only thought about the person who was screaming and trying to help her. I didn’t know she was too stupid to know tshe needed help.”
 “You’re the stupid one. You’re dumber than your costume. You think you know things, but you don’t know anything. You think the solution to every problem is just to kick somebody — ”
 “And you think the solution is letting yourself get hit,” Julie said. “That seems pretty stupid to me.”
 “Well, that just goes to show how dumb you are. My brother Anthony spilled the milk. I took the punches so he didn’t have to. So maybe you don’t know everything. Maybe it’s easier for me to take the punches than it is to watch him get hit. Now get the hell out of here. I’ve got hours of picking glass out before I can sleep, and I’d rather not waste any more time talking to you.”
 “Fine,” Julie said. She tried to find The Bluebird inside her somewhere, but she could only find little hurt Julie… or whatever her name was. She flew out the window and straight up and started to cry. She forced herself to stop — the tears would make her crash again, and she didn’t want that. She looked down at Pollock Hills. It was dark, and the streets were quiet. Well, mostly. She heard a buzz in the distance. She looked to the east and saw headlights creeping toward the Estates on three parallel streets. Five cars, evenly spaced, on each of the three streets to the east. She didn’t have to wait until they got closer to know. Packards.
 She dove out of the sky and back through Kendra’s window. Kendra was on her knees, picking up pieces of glass and placing them into a dustbin.
 “What the hell are you doing back?” Kendra barked. “Didn’t I tell you to get out?”
 “They’re coming,” The Bluebird said.
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The Battle of Fraser Estates

Sonia’s voice echoed in Julie’s head. “Use your advantages. Make a plan and stick to it.”
 Shut up, Sonia, Julie thought. But she was right. Advantages: Control of the roof. They don’t know how many of us there are. Disadvantages: Outgunned. We don’t know who in this block is on our side.
 And just like that, the plan materialized. “Kendra. Do you want to fight them?”
 “I’d rather fight you, but yeah.”
 “Do you know anybody here that you would trust with your life?”
 “Just Anthony.”
 Great. Three of them against five Packards full of enforcers. Bad odds. “Okay. Can you guys get to the roof?”
 “Yeah.”
 “All right. I’ll meet you there in two minutes.”
 Julie flew out the window and over to Somerville’s Folly, hoping to get lucky. A construction site should have stuff to throw, right?
 She needn’t have worried. There was stuff everywhere. She grabbed an armful of bricks and headed back to the roof of Fraser Estates. She found Kendra and her brother and one other boy on the roof. She looked at the other boy. “My friend Carlos,” Anthony said.
 “Okay,” Julie said, dropping the bricks at their feet. “They’re not expecting anything but people cowering in their apartments, so our first volley has to count. Aim for the head, throw fast and hard, and run as soon as the brick is out of your hand.”
 “Aim for the head?” Kendra said.
 “Those guys are here to kill people. They don’t really care who as long as it scares everybody else. They might take some girls to make up for the ones that got away the other night. So, yeah, it’s not pretty or nice, but it’s war. I’m gonna go back and get as much ammo as I can. I’ll drop it here when you need to reload.”
 They heard the ominous thunk of Packard doors closing. “It’s time,” Julie said. “Wait till they’re inside the courtyard. They’ll be easier to keep track of that way.” She looked at Kendra and her brothers. Not much against five Packards full of enforcers. She hoped she wasn’t leading a suicide mission. She’d be able to fly away, but Kendra and the boys would be stuck on the roof. So The Bluebird would have to guard the roof at all costs.
 Julie flew away, back to the construction site. She was intent on gathering more bricks, and she almost passed by the metal pail next to a particularly big pile. A quick glance inside showed it was full of rivets. About three inches long and two inches across at the head, and solid steel. Not as deadly as a brick, but not something anybody wanted to get hit with. Especially in the head.
 She reached down and picked up the pail. It was incredibly heavy, and it took her much longer to get back to the roof than she would have liked. She heard screaming and gunshots, and she pushed down the panic, the scenes of dead children that were surging to the front of her brain. She dropped the pail at the meeting place, grabbed a handful of rivets, and flew up to assess the situation.
 She saw Kendra and the boys — actually several boys now — crawling around the roof, looking, from this height anyway, spry and uninjured. In the courtyard, one enforcer was down, bleeding from the head. Another crouched by the felled one, gun drawn and scanning the roof. The rest of the enforcers — eight of them — were running around in a panicky, undisciplined way, guns drawn, randomly looking up at the roof and around the courtyard, which was completely unoccupied and silent. And Julie realized she and her little army had another advantage: no one had ever fought back against these guys before. If they had been prepared (and smart), they would have been standing in a circle, backs to each other, guns drawn, each one covering a different part of the roof. They would have been dangerous and hard to beat. As it was, they were scurrying around the courtyard, looking far less formidable.
 She wound up and hucked a rivet at an enforcer who was heading for one of the doors that led to the hallway, which led to the stairs, which led to the roof. “Not so fast, smart guy,” she said under her breath as the rivet flew. She darted away and watched as the rivet hit home.
 It hit the enforcer in the back — not the head shot she was looking for, but enough to make him spin around and fire his gun wildly in the air. Even if Julie had stayed put, he would have missed her. She threw another rivet at him just to make sure he was nervous about turning his back on the courtyard to use the door. It missed, clanging against the metal door, and the enforcer fired wildly again, missing Julie and everything else.
 Kendra and the boys — it now looked like a small army of boys — found the rivets, and it started raining metal. Julie flew over to Kendra, who was giving directions to at least a dozen boys running around the roof and gunning rivets into the courtyard.
 “Where did they come from?” Julie said to Kendra.
 Kendra, smiling, said, “Throwing stuff off the roof turns out to be a pretty popular idea with ten-year-old boys. By the way, those rivets aren’t gonna last forever.”
 “Tell ‘em to grab anything else they can find. Batteries, plates, glasses, whatever. I’ll go get more ammo.”
 Julie flew back to the construction site looking for something else for the boys to throw. She spotted a pile of girders: too heavy. Sheets of drywall: soggy from being out in the weather. Windows: spectacular, but not too practical.
 And then she saw a pile of cinderblocks. Stupid Bluebird, Julie thought. She hadn’t been thinking strategically. She didn’t need to get more ammo for the kids. It would be much more helpful to open up another front and draw attention away from the roof.
 She grabbed a cinderblock in each hand, flew up to about a hundred feet, and dropped one right through the windshield of a Packard. Then she did it again. She hoped the crash was enough to bring some enforcers out of the courtyard.
 Sure enough, two came running through the archway. But only one made it all the way to the car. The other was felled by a transistor radio. He crumpled to the sidewalk, clutching the side of his head, which gushed blood. Julie looked at the rows and rows of windows facing the Packard. Most were open and all were dark. She couldn’t tell where the radio had come from. Good.
 She swooped back to grab two more cinderblocks. Her arms complained and every muscle in her body felt rubbery and weak. She knew this would have to be her last flight for a while. She bombed two more Packards. One was already driving away. She looked inside the courtyard and smiled. Burning rolls of toilet paper, glassware, batteries, toy trucks, and even a television or two rained down from the windows on to the enforcers below. The one who dragged his fallen comrade got no mercy from the residents of Fraser Estates. He was bloodied by falling debris as he hunched over his bleeding, unconscious fellow-enforcer. Exactly as much mercy as he would have shown tonight, Julie thought. It was ugly, but life in New Eddy was ugly. At least for most people. And now for her too.
 One of the Packards was gone and another just coughed and spat smoke when an enforcer tried to start it, so the nine remaining enforcers piled into the three remaining Packards and drove away.
 Exhausted, Julie touched down on the roof. The boys cheered as the Packards drove off, and then they all went running down the stairs, leaving Julie and Kendra standing alone on the roof.
 “Well,” Julie said. “we did it.”
 Kendra glared at her. “No. We did it. You just flew around.” Julie was too tired to argue, so she said nothing. Kendra needed confidence more than Julie needed credit.
 Too much flying. Too much fighting. Too much anger, too much adrenaline. It was all catching up to Julie. She slumped down onto the roof, but the sound of an explosion seconds later brought her to her feet. Afraid she’d drop like a stone if she tried to fly, she ran to the edge of the roof. The Syndicate had not come back with rocket launchers. It was just the gas tank going up on the disabled Packard, which was now in flames. Boys, probably including Anthony, danced in the flickering light as black smoke poured into the night.
 She turned around and saw Kendra standing there. “They’re gonna come back, you know,” Kendra said.
 “I know,” Julie said. “They always do.”
 “If anything happens to my brother, I’m gonna kill you,” Kendra said.
 “You’re gonna have to get in line,” Julie said. And as much as she just wanted to curl up on this roof and go to sleep, she was not going to listen to Kendra yell at her all night. Couldn’t she just enjoy this victory? Couldn’t she just be happy for ten seconds before the whole rest of her life came crashing down on her?
 She knew she’d never make the Rookery. But at the top of Somerville’s Folly, thirty floors above the ground, there was one finished floor — a penthouse that would never be occupied. She was pretty sure she could make that.
 So she flew through the maze of girders until she found the elevator shaft, or what would have been the elevator shaft if they’d ever enclosed it. She flew up to the top and out into the penthouse. Though it was enclosed, it was still unfinished. About half the walls seemed to be done, and half the floor was marble, while the other half was still plywood subflooring. Not like either one was going to be as comfortable as her bed, but she guessed plywood would be slightly less horrible to sleep on than marble. Julie curled into a ball on the floor and was asleep in seconds.
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The Morning After

The morning sun woke Julie up way too early. She was sore all over from flying all night, and especially stiff in her back and neck from sleeping on plywood, even for a few hours.
 She looked around. Sunlight streamed in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, reflecting off the marble half of the floor and making shiny stars on the ceiling. It was the complete opposite of the Rookery — light and open and new instead of old and cold and damp. It also had the advantage of not being bought with blood money and lies. Well, she supposed it actually had been bought with blood money and lies, and probably paid for with the blood of Mayor Somerville, but it wasn’t Sonia’s money. It was also right next to the most vulnerable people in New Edinburgh, the people who needed her most.
 Or so she thought. She thought back to the fight with Kendra. She knew Kendra was still mad, but she didn’t regret knocking Kendra’s dad down. And if he hit those kids again, she’d make him pay just like she promised, and she wouldn’t regret that either. Maybe she did think she had to help everybody, but until more people started standing up with her, she’d just have to keep on flying around and sticking her nose into other people’s business.
 She walked over to the window and looked down on Fraser Estates. It was not on fire, which she had to take as a good sign. Otherwise, it was impossible to tell whether there had been any reprisals.
 She had to get back to the Rookery and see what was happening. She didn’t know if she should leave Fraser Estates unguarded, but the residents had done a good job of defending themselves last night. She’d just have to hope that the Syndicate enforcers were home sleeping off the abuse they’d gotten and planning their next move.
 She couldn’t just sit here and wait for them to make their move, though. Press your advantages, Sonia always said. She needed to keep taking the fight to the Syndicate. But how?
 Well, she’d have to think about that while she walked home. It was risky, of course, to walk around without a St. Andrew’s Prep uniform, but it was also risky to fly through the air in broad daylight with the entire Syndicate looking for a flying girl. On the ground, she was just another teenager, but there was only one girl who flew in New Eddy.
 She flew down the elevator shaft and emerged on the street. Then she looked down. She was still wearing her Bluebird costume. Idiot. She might as well fly if she was going to do that.
 So she did, but only as far as Kendra’s window. She tapped lightly until Kendra’s sleeping form rose and shuffled to the window.
 “What the hell do you want. Go away,” Kendra said.
 “I just need to borrow some clothes so I can get home.”
 “Taking back the uniform, huh? Should have figured you — ”
 “I don’t want the uniform. Just something I can wear besides this costume.”
 Kendra sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine. Come in.” She rummaged in a dresser and threw some clothes at Julie, who put them on over her costume.
 “How long you gonna stay mad at me?” Julie asked.
 Kendra paused, then smiled. “I’m not sure. Probably at least a couple more hours.”
 “Cool. See you later,” Julie said.
 “Not if I see you first,” Kendra said. Julie wasn’t sure if it was a joke.
 Julie flew down to the courtyard and started walking out of the courtyard, which held no people, but a bunch of batteries, rivets, and charred toilet paper tubes. Too bad the losers of the battle don’t have to clean this up, Julie thought.
 When she emerged in the streets of Pollock Hills, Julie quickly found that walking through them was very different from flying through them. Not just because it was slower, but because she saw way more. Stray dogs, people sleeping in doorways, the never-beautiful tenement buildings decayed and hideous, and everywhere the smell: a mixture of urine and the burnt-sugar scent of cooked Snake Oil. How did anybody live here? How did so many people live here while so many other people didn’t care?
 Nobody messed with her or even said a word to her in all of Pollock Hills — she supposed walking through Pollock Hills early in the morning was a lot like walking through a nice neighborhood at three a.m.: everybody was asleep, knowing nothing would happen for hours.
 She caught a few curious looks on the subway and had to make sure she wasn’t followed, so she wound up getting off the Holyrood line three different times just to make sure.
 When she got back to the Rookery, she had to fight the urge to climb into that big, comfortable bed. It might be tainted with dirty money, but a night spent on plywood can make you overlook a lot of things.
 But she had to find out what was happening. She mixed up some powdered milk, poured it over cereal, and flipped on the morning news.
 “ — calling himself The Resurrectionist has struck again. Two bodies, those of prominent financier Daniel Diamond and his alleged mistress Gia Polizzi, were discovered this morning outside police headquarters. Each bore the calling card of The Resurrectionist.” Well. Gerber had been busy. She watched the rest of the half hour and did not hear a single word about Fraser Estates or Pollock Hills. Which really didn’t prove anything except that nobody with money had been harmed last night.
 She should go see Gerber. She didn’t want him back on the oil. He might need her. But she was so tired and so sore. She decided to just lie down in bed for a few minutes. She put her bowl in the sink with the others and padded off to the bedroom.
 Even though she was only going to lie down for a minute, she figured she should get undressed anyway, since she’d been wearing that awful costume through a long and gross night.
 She slid between the expensive sheets, pulled the comforter up to her chin, and fell asleep.
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Captain Lou

She’d been dreaming of Mom. Sonia. Whoever. In the dream, she’d been sick, and Sonia had been there, comforting her, stroking her hair out of her face like she did when Julie was a kid.
 As wakefulness drew her out of her dream, her losses came back to her and started clinging to her until she woke up feeling heavy and sad. There was no Mom. She didn’t know who her Mom was. She didn’t know who she was. She had no past, no future, and no life apart from the revenge on the Syndicate she would probably never live to see.
 All this, plus her costume was filthy.
 Well, it’s not like there were any laundry facilities here. And it’s not like she knew how to do laundry anyway. Laundry was just one more thing Julie Rouge had been ignorant of. It went away dirty, it came back clean, and she never asked questions.
 She took a shower, threw some clothes on, threw her dirty costume over her arm, and headed down to Gerber’s house. She knocked at the back door and, a few seconds later, he opened the door. He was unshaven and red-eyed, and his hair was sticking up all over the place.
 “Um. Congrats? I heard you found two more.”
 “Yeah.”
 “Are you okay?”
 Gerber shook his head. “It’s hard. It takes a lot out of me. But I didn’t use, in case you’re wondering.”
 “I didn’t — ”
 “I still wanted to use, but not as bad as the first time. And I knew I could do it, so… yeah.”
 “I’m glad. So are you gonna make me stand here all day, or can I come in and have some tea?”
 A smile broke through. “Sure, kid. Let’s have some tea.”
 She walked in to the house and sat at the kitchen table. “I need a favor,” she said as Howard turned on the flame under the kettle.
 Howard sighed. “Kid. I’m doing everything I can. I have you to thank for that, because it turns out I’m capable of much more than I thought, and I never would have known that if you hadn’t pissed me off so royally. But I can’t do anything more. I mean — ”
 “I just need some help washing my costume. It reeks.”
 Gerber smiled. “Oh. Well. Yeah, I can do that. Washing machine in the basement. Hand it over.” Julie handed him the costume, and he wrinkled his nose. “Wow. You weren’t kidding. Okay, gimme a minute.” He took the costume downstairs, then came back up and poured out the tea.
 As they drank their tea, Gerber told the story of finding the bodies of Diamond and Polizzi in the peat bog north of the stadium. The peat had preserved the bodies.
 “Why don’t they just throw them in the Forth?” Julie asked, remembering that Sheila had said Sonia was at the bottom of the Forth with the rest of the trash.
 “I guess if you throw somebody in water, you’ve got less control over whether, when, and where they resurface.”
 “Can’t they put, like, concrete shoes on them or something?”
 Gerber sighed wearily. “I don’t know, kid. All I know is that there are a lot of bodies in the peat.”
 Julie told Gerber all about the raid on Fraser Estates and how she and the kids of the Estates had held off the enforcers.
 “They’re not gonna stand for that. They’ll need to take it back.”
 Julie rested her hand on her forehead. “I know. That’s why I have to open another front. Like I did with the club.”
 “There’s nowhere else to hit ‘em.”
 “I have to disrupt the oil supply.”
 “There are too many labs, kid. Probably hundreds.”
 Julie smiled. Sonia’s strategic training had served her well. “Yeah, but I don’t have to hit hundreds. If I hit two, they have to guard the rest.”
 When the buzzer sounded on the washer, Gerber went downstairs and hung up her costume. “Unless you want to take it to the laundromat,” he said.
 “That’s okay,” Julie said, getting up. She had a lot to do tonight.
 “Here, kid. Take a key. This is… you’re always welcome here. You don’t have to knock anymore.” He handed Julie the key.
 And for some reason, as soon as the key hit her hand, she felt tears starting in her eyes. She quickly turned so Gerber wouldn’t see, gulped out a “Thanks,” and walked into the late afternoon.
 She took the subway to Pollock Hills. It was hard to believe it was the same neighborhood as last night. The streets were still small and cramped and criscrossed with alleys and the buildings still looked like they were about to fall down, but it no longer felt sleepy and innocent. It felt nervously, twitchily alive. Everywhere she looked, people looked at her sideways, making sure she wasn’t a threat before continuing on with whatever illegal activity they’d been doing. The smell of burning Snake Oil was thick in the air, and muffled music and the smell of stale beer wafted out of Pollock Hills’ collection of pubs — at least two per block. Julie wandered, looking for the obvious Snake Oil dealers to see if she could get some information about the location of the labs, but she couldn’t find any. She figured they were probably all doing business in the pubs, though she couldn’t see why. She hadn’t seen a cop since she got out of the subway, and they were all paid off anyway.
 She wandered the streets, always looking over her shoulder for a meaty hand with a chloroform-soaked rag in it. They weren’t getting her that way twice, especially since they would almost certainly kill her if they found her this time.
 Eventually, she just happened to come to a firehouse. It was the same one she’d looked up in the phone book before she left Gerber’s house, but she was really looking for oil dealers. She just happened to be looking for them down this street and she found a firehouse. Funny thing.
 Sonia had always had good things to say about fire fighters. “Nice guys. Dumb guys, mostly, but nice guys. And they’re the only civil servants in New Edinburgh who aren’t on the take. Because they’ve got nothing to offer. They don’t have to be paid to overlook crime because they’re not looking for crime in the first place. They just put out fires.”
 So Julie felt okay about wandering into the firehouse. She spotted a young fireman polishing the chrome on the side of the truck.
 “Um. Excuse me?” she said.
 He looked up. “Can I help you?”
 Julie tried to muster up a lack of confidence she didn’t actually feel so she could sell the innocent schoolgirl routine. She sensed it would get better results than the hard-nosed metahuman routine. “I hope so. I’m…um, I’m doing a report for school? For my local history class? About the Fraser Firebug? I know he like, worked or lit fires or whatever around here, and I guess I was wondering if there was anybody here who was, like, on duty then? Anybody who like, saw the fires and stuff? I have to have at least five sources, and one of them has to be a personal interview.”
 “So you came to Pollock Hills. To ask questions.”
 “I mean, I live around here. At the Estates.”
 The firefighter, a young, mostly-muscular guy with a burgeoning beer gut, looked Julie up and down. She hoped she’d guessed right. The idea that a St. Andrew’s Prep student would just happen to wander into Pollock Hills looking for info on a school report was preposterous. And the idea that a Pollock Hills High student would actually be assigned a rigorous research paper was equally preposterous. And as badly as Julie had been sleeping and eating recently, she still didn’t really look the part of an Estates kid.
 Either way her story was not credible. She just hoped she’d picked the better lie. Finally the guy said, “Well, Captain Lou has been here forever. Lemme see if he’s up.”
 The young firefighter walked to the back of the firehouse. Julie pretended to wander absent-mindedly around the truck. In fact, she was keeping a close eye on the traffic, making sure no Packards appeared, and making sure she had a clear exit if trouble did show up.
 She didn’t know if the young firefighter had called anybody in the Syndicate, but a portly old guy with long, curly gray hair under a blue captain’s hat and a goatee with a rubber band around it came waddling down the stairs.
 “Hi. I’m Captain Lou,” the Captain said in a voice that sounded like rocks scraping together. “How can I help you?”
 “Hi,” Julie extended her hand. “I’m Sonia Castle? I’m doing a report? On the Fraser Firebug? I was hoping you could give me some information?”
 Captain Lou looked at her for a long time. “I don’t think so. I mean, I have some information. But I don’t think I can give it to you until you tell me the truth.”
 What was the giveaway? And what should she do now? Fall back on the second implausible lie? Well, what was the worst this guy could do? She was faster than he was, and trained in combat. And she could fly. She checked the street. No Packards. She looked back at Captain Lou. A guy that old on the take would not be commanding a fire station in the worst part of town — he would have retired and bought a boat years ago. Well, she really had nothing to lose.
 She sighed. I’m Julie. Also known as The Bluebird. I’m looking for information about my mother, Red Talon. Or myself. Or something.”
 Captain Lou smiled. “I knew that. And you, my young friend, are an idiot.”
 Julie’s face grew hot. And the lack of confidence she’d been faking earlier suddenly became real. “I…” she sputtered, but Captain Lou cut her off.
 “Your picture is everywhere in this town. Or in this part of town, anyway. They’re offering big money to turn you in. And yet you show up here, announce who you are, start asking questions. You’re entrusting your life to guys you don’t even know. Why would you do something so stupid?”
 Now Julie got angry. Not so much because Captain Lou had called her stupid, but because he was right. “I did it because my mom told me firefighters were dumb but kind and less likely to be corrupt than cops because they don’t have anything to offer the Syndicate.”
 Captain Lou burst out laughing, and his substantial gut shook. “Ha! Good one! Fair enough. And that used to be true. But now every guy with a boat payment has incentive to give you up. And we’ve all got boat payments.”
 “So are you stalling me till the Packards roll up?”
 Captain Lou laughed again. “I’m doing you a solid because you drove the Packards out of the Estates the other night.”
 “It wasn’t just me. There were lots of — ”
 “Thirty-five years in this station, kid. For better or worse, mostly worse, I’ve devoted my career to this toilet of a neighborhood. It used to just be the Hills that was under the Syndicate’s heel. Now it’s the whole lousy town. All the other metas left town, and, no disrespect, but Red Talon breaking up a few muggings didn’t do anything for this neighborhood. If people stood up at all, it’s because you did something. So I’m doing you a solid. I’m still gonna have to call — too many people have seen you here. Tony’s calling in five minutes, so make your questions quick.”
 Julie felt too many things at once to figure out what each of them was, but she felt like she might need to cry later. Well, she pretty much always felt like that, but this time there was something else in the mix — happiness, maybe, or pride, or both. She pushed down her feelings and got back to work.
 “Okay. About fourteen years ago, there was a Fraser Firebug fire on West Preston Steet. Parents and twin girls were killed. Was my… was Red Talon there?”
 Captain Lou looked left and right. “She was there. She tried to run in but she was overcome by smoke. Came out coughing and barfing.”
 “Alone?”
 “Yeah. Alone.” Julie’s heart sank. She felt sure that Sonia had rescued her from this fire, but apparently not. “Stood there with us watching the place go up. Nothing any of us could do except try to save the neighboring buildings.”
 “Okay, well, I guess the Packards are probably on their way, so I should — ”
 But Captain Lou was looking far away, still telling the story. “Beautiful woman, Red Talon. Even with the mask. You could tell.”
 “Yeah, she was quite something. And with the Packards coming, it’s my turn to say thanks, and — ”
 “And then one of the twins came out of the window.”
 “What?”
 “Flew. Flew out the window. I mean, I’d seen the Gray Ghost and Lightning Lady — before they chickened out and abandoned us — they used to fly around town all the time, but a little kid? Damndest thing I ever saw. Flew right into Red Talon’s arms.”
 Julie scanned the street. She could barely take in Captain Lou’s story for worrying about the net closing around her.
 “Who. Which one am I? Luz or Flor?”
 Captain Lou snapped back to the present and looked at her. “It’s not like you had a driver’s license on you, kid. I don’t know. Anybody who might have known died in that fire. No next of kin, at least in this country. Nobody even knew where they came from. I mean, Franciscan Republic or Puerto Lindo, probably, but nobody knew for sure, except maybe the dirtbag landlord, but he left town after that fire.”
 “Why did the fires stop? Did you know who the firebug was?”
 “No idea. Like Jack the Ripper or something. They just stopped. He looked at his watch. “One minute at the most until they roll up, kid. If I could fly, I’d want to be pretty far away from here by the time they got here.”
 “All right. Thanks, Captain Lou.”
 “Don’t mention it, kid. But no more solids. I got grandkids. You know?”
 “Got it,” Julie said. She took to the air and hoped that whatever goodwill she’d built with the people of Pollock Hills would keep them from reporting her flight path.
 She needed to get off the streets until the heat died down, so she headed for the closest safe place. The penthouse at Somerville’s Folly. An old wire-cage construction elevator ran up the side of the building. Julie picked up a cinderblock and crushed the control panel. She hoped that would be enough to keep anyone from using it.
 Up the elevator shaft she flew, and she stood by the window and looked out on her city. From this high, it was quite beautiful, even if its beauty was marred by the sight, three blocks away and twenty stories down, of Packards pulling up to the fire station.
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Her True Name

The Packards drove away from the fire station. Two drove out of the neighborhood, and three more crawled through the streets of Pollock Hills, looking for her. They’d sent five cars for her alone. Julie smiled. She was really somebody.
 But who? Luz Azul? Flor Azul? Julie felt lost. She’d found the truth she’d longed for, but it hadn’t helped her at all. She didn’t have any answers, not really. All she’d gotten for her efforts was more grief. Literally. She’d lost the only mother she’d ever known, only to find out she had a mother, a father, and a sister who were all dead too. It really felt like too much to bear. And the worst part was that she couldn’t bring herself to cry for her dead parents or sister. She couldn’t remember them. They didn’t seem real. They were gone, murdered, and she’d cheated the death that had claimed them to get this life. Which seemed to imply that she had some kind of responsibility to do something worthwhile with this life. Not just because that’s what Sonia had trained her for. But because she had to live a life good enough for her and her dead twin sister. What had she been like? What would it have been like to have a sister? She had never felt like she was missing a part of herself, but now she wondered–what would her life have been like if that fire had never happened? If she grew up as Flor Azul or Luz Azul. Blue Flower. Blue Light.
 And then she had a realization that floored her. She slumped down onto the floor as soon as she made the translation. She didn’t know if she was Light or Flower, but she did know she was Blue. And she could fly. She’d thought Sonia had given her that name because she didn’t believe in her, couldn’t accept her as a fellow warrior.
 But now she saw. It wasn’t a stupid name at all. It was who she was. It was all she knew. Luz or Flor, it didn’t matter. Her name was Blue, and she could fly. She was The Bluebird.
 She felt a surge of love for Sonia she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in a while. Sonia, she realized, had given her her true name.
 And that thought was the key that turned the lock that held her grief in. Her anger at everything she’d learned about Sonia, about herself, all of it just washed away under the tide of grief that swept over her.
 She slumped in the corner and cried. And cried and cried, and because no one could hear her, cried out, “Mommy! Mommy, please come back! Come back!”
 Sometimes she would pause and realize that the muscles in her stomach were starting to hurt. And she’d be briefly thankful that she was out of tears. And then the tears would come back, and the sobs would shake her body, and the cries would come out of her mouth, and nothing, nothing she did or said or cried out brought her mommy back.
 Finally she stopped. She didn’t know how long she’d been there. But the light was changing. Soon it would be night, and she’d need to be on guard against the Syndicate coming back and wreaking havoc on the Estates.
 She flew down to street level and touched down lightly at the bottom of the elevator shaft. She crept toward the fence surrounding the site and froze. Something was wrong.
 She found a pile of cinderblocks and dropped to the ground behind it. She cursed herself for not memorizing the placement of every piece of debris down here so she would know exactly what had been moved. Her ability to see what was out of place at home had probably saved her life, and not having the same security in mind here was a stupid mistake that she hoped wouldn’t cost her.
 She peeked over the top of the pile. She didn’t see anything, but she smelled something: smoke. And the burnt sugar smell that meant someone was using oil.
 She relaxed slightly. No enforcers would ever be using oil, at least not if they wanted to stay employed and alive, so it was probably just some pathetic oiler firing up in here so nobody would try to take his stash.
 She crept through the piles of construction materials toward the edge of the site, confident she wasn’t being stalked by an enforcer. The oiler wouldn’t bug her if she didn’t bug him.
 And suddenly, right in front of her, sitting on a wooden spool that had long since been looted of its copper wire was a white guy with ratty clothes who looked like he hadn’t shaved or bathed in at least a week. The smell of his body, mingled with the sweet smell of the burning oil, confirmed this. He could have been as young as twenty-five or as old as fifty-five. It was impossible to say at a glance whether oil or time had ravaged him.
 Julie dodged to the left, hoping to hide behind some lumber, but she kicked up some gravel, and the oiler looked up, heavy lidded. Incredibly stupid, she thought to herself. That’s what happens when you let yourself feel things. You get sloppy. And sloppy leads to dead. She was lucky it was just an oiler.
 “You can’t… I can’t share. I’m sorry.” He lifted a clay pipe to his mouth and inhaled deeply. “Just finished it. Nothing left. And I’m not holding. Not anymore!” He started to laugh.
 “Not interested anyway,” Julie said.
 “Ha!” he said. “You’re that kid!”
 This was not good. She was immediately recognizable even to the most whacked-out oiler.
 “Yeah,” she said, straightening her back and flipping her hair behind her shoulder, “I’m that kid. You gonna turn me in? Get yourself a lot of oil that way.”
 The oiler looked like he was mulling it over. “Might say I saw you. I’m really not holding, and once the itch starts, you know, I can’t really be held responsible.”
 Great. There went her Pollock Hills hideout.
 “But — ” he continued, “wouldn’t say I saw you here.”
 “Why not?”
 “You burned down The Club?”
 “Yeah. I did.” She was proud to say it.
 “They took my sister there. Years ago. Right after. You know, I was working and stuff, but then the concrete dried up. Ha! I mean… you know what I mean, right?”
 Oil. You couldn’t understand anything when someone was in its grip. “I’m sorry. You’re too high to make much sense right now.”
 “I worked construction! And then the work dried up. When they left, and the oil. Cause of the gypsum.”
 “Yeah,” Julie said, rolling her eyes. “Well, I appreciate your help. I mean, I don’t really want them finding me, so…”
 “That’s what makes it smokeable. The gypsum. Can’t make concrete without it, but much higher profit on this stuff…” He hoisted his pipe. “Know what I mean?”
 Maybe this guy was making sense after all. “I think I might actually be getting an idea.”
 “No gypsum, no concrete, no construction work. No sister, no hope. Boom, here I am.” He lifted the pipe again.
 “Yeah, well, sorry about that.”
 “My own fault. Not the gypsum or the sister. But the other stuff… why are you making me talk about this stuff? God!”
 “Well,” Julie said. “Okay.” The oiler started crying, and Julie walked away.
 Gypsum. The oiler’s rant had given Julie an idea. But first she had some track-covering to do. It was clear she couldn’t walk through Pollock Hills anymore. Captain Lou was right. It had been incredibly stupid of her to do it in the first place, and with information on her leading to money and oil, she wasn’t safe in this part of town.
 She had to fly. But she’d been crying too much to be reliable. So she came up with a plan. It was going to eat up precious time, but it would help keep her safe. She couldn’t trust her safety to an oiler’s promise.
 So she took to the air, feeling unsteady and slightly out of control. Fortunately she didn’t need to stay airborne for long. It was only a block before she came upon an abandoned three-story building. She touched down on the roof, opened the door to the stairwell and walked down. As she walked down the steps, she stepped over oilers everywhere. Good. She repeated the process three more times, each time getting slightly further from the Estates. She’d now been definitively spotted in five abandoned buildings in Pollock Hills, which would make everybody’s information pretty useless.
 And with each flight, her crying jag got further into the past, and she felt more and more capable of staying in the air and controlling her flight. She flew into the nearest Holyrood line station and right onto the disused express track, heading back to the cemetery to get her costume. She had work to do. It was going to be another busy night.
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Fire on High

The Bluebird surveyed Red Talon’s armory. There was an impressive array of weapons here. She wondered how Sonia had gotten them all. And she wondered which one she was going to use to go after the cement factory.
 It hadn’t taken more than a quick glance at the phone book to figure out where the gypsum was coming from. There might be hundreds of labs scattered all over New Eddy cranking out the oil, but all the gypsum came through Younger’s Cement and Gravel in the North End.
 She needed to shut it down to stop the flow of oil. And the best way to shut it down was to burn it down. And she knew Sonia must have something here that would have helped her rain fire from the night. But what? The grappling gun? The portable sonic scream? That thing that looked like a raygun? The other thing that looked like a spear? She didn’t have time for this.
 She grabbed a utility belt from the wall. Every pocket was stuffed with… things. Things The Bluebird had no training on, since Sonia had focused all her work on hand-to-hand combat. Maybe Gerber could help.
 She strapped on the utility belt and crept over to Gerber’s cottage. Taking him at his word, she put the key in the lock and walked in.
 “Hello?” she said.
 Nobody answered, and she immediately went on alert. She crept through the kitchen and into the living room, where Gerber was asleep in an armchair with the syringe filled with the hot shot of Snake Oil on the coffee table in front of him.
 “Howard,” she said, and Gerber started awake, jerking upright in his chair. A rope of drool clung to the graying stubble on his cheek.
 “Huh? Wha?”
 The Bluebird nodded to the syringe on the table. “Rough night?”
 Gerber rubbed his hand over his stubbly face, then wiped his hand on his pants. “You have no idea.”
 “Still with us, though.”
 Gerber reached forward, grabbed the syringe, stood up and put it back on the mantel. He took a deep breath. “Daytime is okay, but the nights…well, they get really hard.”
 “Um. I hate to tell you this, but we’re only about a half hour from nightfall,” Julie said.
 “Fantastic,” Gerber said. “Guess it’s about time for The Resurrectionist to go to work.”
 “But… I mean, won’t that make it…”
 “Here’s the thing. Being alive is hard. And when I’m out doing my thing, at least I’ve got something else to think about.”
 “But you weren’t… you didn’t want to use before you went out and started digging people up.”
 “Are you kidding me, kid? You didn’t know me. I spent many a night staring at that syringe. When you spend years on the oil like I did, the itch never goes away completely. It’s actually easier for me out there, knowing I’m doing something that matters.”
 “Oh. Well. That’s good. I guess.” Julie paused for a second. “I wonder if you can help me with something.”
 Gerber stood up, stretched, and said, “Try me.”
 “Okay,” Julie said, taking off the utility belt, “so I have to take out Younger’s concrete — ”
 “Why?”
 “All the gypsum that makes the oil smokable comes through there.”
 Gerber looked at her, impressed. “No kidding. Huh. Makes sense. You see those trucks all the time, but nobody’s built anything in this dump for years. That’s some impressive detective work. Your mom would be proud of you.”
 It was nothing but dumb luck, Julie thought, but, after losing both her birth family and her adoptive family, she felt like she deserved some luck. “Thanks,” she said. “I just don’t know… I’ve got this belt with all this stuff in it, and I figure there must be something that would help me torch the place, but — ”
 Gerber interrupted her — with laughter, which was infuriating. “Listen!” Julie barked, “I’m going to do this! Two minutes ago I was a great detective, and now I’m some stupid kid you can laugh at? I’ve been — ”
 “Stop, stop,” Gerber said, holding his hands up in surrender, “I’m sorry. I wasn’t laughing at your plan. I was just…you can fly. You know? Take a gas can from the shed and some matches and just set the roof on fire! You don’t need Red Talon’s gadgets!”
 Julie looked at the belt, then back up at Gerber. “Oh. Yeah. I guess I never really thought of that. Huh. Well. Okay then. Still, I bet there’s some cool stuff in here.”
 “The only thing I know is the flash grenades,” Gerber said. “they look like black gumballs. Nice big flash and bang on impact. They won’t do anything but startle people, but sometimes — ”
 “Sometimes surprise is the only advantage you need,” Julie said. “That’s what…that’s what she told me.” And suddenly her grief was so heavy she had to sit down. She slumped down on the couch. She wished she’d never opened the door. All that crying in her new hideout, and it hadn’t gotten rid of the grief. It seemed like there was an endless supply.
 “I miss her too,” Gerber said. “Terribly.”
 Julie put her head in her hands, took a deep breath, and stood up. “All right,” she said. “Gimme some matches.”
 “Okay,” Gerber said. “But lemme show you something first. Wait right here.”
 He walked away, and two minutes later he came back dressed in all black. His face was covered in a black mask with red eyeholes, and he wore a black cape with dark red lining. He flipped up the hood and his face disappeared, making him just a pair of red eyes inside the dark hood.
 “Whoa. That is awesome. Scary. I mean, I know you and I’m a little freaked out right now.”
 Gerber flipped the hood down and pulled off the mask. He was smiling broader than she’d ever seen. “Thanks. I’m pretty proud of it.”
 “You should be. You’ll scare the crap out of anybody in that thing.”
 “Yeah. Well, that’s the idea. It takes a while to dig somebody up, and I don’t like being disturbed.”
 Julie smiled. “Yeah. I think you’re the one who’s going to be doing the disturbing. So,” she said, putting the utility belt back on, “It’s getting dark. Can I get some firestarting stuff?”
 “Sure,” Gerber said. He gave her a box of blue tip matches from over the stove and a can of gasoline from the shed. “Be careful,” he said.
 Julie grinned. “Always am.” She flew up and out of Potterrow Cemetery. Looking down, she saw The Resurrectionist running through the cemetery gates, his cape flying behind him.
 “Godspeed,” she whispered, and then she wondered were that had come from.
 It took only five minutes in the air to reach Younger’s Sand & Concrete in the North End. She was confronted with a large building, a tower, and a conveyor belt. She had no idea which parts were critical to the oil operation, but the conveyor belt was probably made of rubber, so it wouldn’t need much encouragement to burn, and it was a pretty safe to assume that something important went on behind closed doors and smoked glass windows in the building, so she she poured most of the gasoline out on the flat rubber roof.
 She considered just putting a match to everything, but she realized there might be people inside. Sure, they were people whose work consisted of spreading misery throughout New Edinburgh, and maybe they weren’t therefore exactly innocent, but Julie still didn’t want to be responsible for anyone dying screaming in a fire unless they were ones who’d taken Sonia from her. She was proud of herself for thinking ahead about the consequences of her actions. She was getting better at this.
 She decided that a dramatic entrance would probably be the best way to clear the building, so she flew at the large, multi-paned window that took up most of the top of the east side of the building. Pivoting in mid-air, she struck the window feet-first. Her heart raced with joy as her boots shattered the windows, and the clinking, smashing sound echoed through the building.
 And then she quickly realized how stupid she’d been. Hovering in mid-air, she saw a crew of about a dozen men working around the machinery and the conveyor belt. She spotted the enforcer with the tommy gun just slightly too late. She instinctively flew down as the shots rang out, and she laughed at the enforcer’s incompetence. Until the light fixture right next to her head exploded. She had no time to waste, so she grabbed a handful of grenades from a pocket in her belt and chucked them in the direction of the enforcer and waited for the loud bang that would startle him and cover her exit.
 But what happened instead was that the grenades struck the ground with a harmless puff. The enforcer trained his tommy gun on her and squeezed off another barrage. Julie hit the floor and heard the bullets whizzing through the air just over her head. And now she was prone, a smaller, but far less mobile target. She rolled along to the floor to the left, waiting for the bullets to come, when she heard a loud hissing sound.
 She dared a glance in the enforcer’s direction, but she couldn’t see him. Instead, all she saw was smoke, billowing from the floor right near where the enforcer was standing. She must have thrown smoke bombs instead of flash grenades. Well. Good to know. The tiny grenades were causing a really shocking amount of black smoke to pour out. So much that the building was filling with smoke. She sprang to her feet and flew toward the door, which she could barely see at this point. The enforcer could be anywhere in this smoky mess, and he would certainly fire at any flash of blue he saw.
 Right before she hit the door, another hiss joined the first one as the smoke bombs triggered the building’s sprinkler system. She was soaked before she could hit the door. Once outside, she flew up to the part of the conveyor belt she’d saturated with gasoline right where it met the tower. She pulled the matches out of her pocket and struck one on the box.
 But the wet match just scraped the side of the wet box, not even throwing off a spark. The enforcer was emerging from the building, and she couldn’t stay here. She flew behind the tower as the enforcer’s gun rattled and spat lead at her.
 Reaching into her utility belt, Julie grabbed a smoke bomb and threw it at the enforcer.
 It hit the ground with a loud bang and a bright flash. Great. Whose brilliant idea was it to make the flash grenades look exactly the same as the smoke bombs? Julie darted behind the tower again and realized the flash grenades might throw off enough of a spark to ignite the gas she’d poured out. She chucked another black orb at the conveyor belt. It hissed as it broke, and Julie knew it would start smoking in seconds. She threw another one, and this brought a satisfying bang followed by a whoosh as first the gasoline and then the rubber conveyor belt caught fire. Black smoke poured into the sky and into Julie’s face. Coughing, she flew higher, then dove over the factory and chucked a handful of black orbs onto the roof. Only one was a flash grenade, but it was enough to ignite the gasoline and, soon thereafter, the roof.
 She hoped everyone had gotten out safely. She hoped the sprinkler system wasn’t powerful enough to save the factory. She hoped she’d done permanent damage to this place; after tonight, it would be well-fortified and protected, and she’d never get another chance to destroy it.
 She considered trying to ignite a few gas tanks of the trucks with flash grenades, but this, she decided, was a stupid idea. There was too much smoke in the air — if she dove through it, she might fly right into a hail of bullets. Or she might never get through it and fall to her death, choking and gasping for breath.
 No, she’d done the best she could. It was time to go. But where? Her principles told her to go to Somerville’s Folly, but her fatigue told her to go somewhere with a bed rather than just a bare floor. Telling herself this was the last time, she headed for the Rookery. When she got to the cemetery, though, she saw the lights were on in Gerber’s cottage. It was early for him to be back from a night as The Resurrectionist.
 But she was glad. She was tired of being alone all the time, and she wanted to share her triumph. So she swooped down to the cottage and walked through the unlocked door.
 She heard sobbing. Loud sobbing. Running into the living room, she saw Gerber, still in his Resurrectionist costume, slumped on the couch. A quick inspection revealed that the syringe was still on the mantel, so that was a relief.
 “Um. Howard?” she called, and Gerber looked up at her. He pulled the hood back and revealed red eyes — not costume-y red eyes meant to frighten evildoers, but the red, puffy eyes that come from crying.
 “Oh, Julie,” Gerber said, his voice breaking and fresh tears flowing from his eyes, “I found her.”
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Cold

“No!” Julie shrieked. “No, no, no, you’re wrong! I don’t know who you found, but it wasn’t her, it wasn’t!”
 “I’m sorry,” Gerber said.
 “No!” Julie yelled. “No! Not my mommy! No! Not my mommy!” And with that, the sobs flew up from her stomach and took control of her body, doubling her over. Arms were around her. The first hug she’d gotten since Mommy disappeared. Mommy would never hug her again. Never again.
 She shook and cried and felt the tears running out of her eyes and the snot running from her nose, and she thought for a second about the fact that she was snotting all over Gerber’s Resurrectionist costume. She was just about to smile about that when the enormity of her loss hit her again and a fresh round of sobs racked her body.
 She was alone in the world. They really had killed her. Somewhere back in the past there was a little kid with a twin sister and a mom and a dad, a happy kid babbling and toddling around with no idea of all the pain and loss she had ahead of her.
 Sure, she got flight out of the deal. And she’d give it back in a second. She’d give it all — the flying, the fighting, everything that had ever meant anything to her if she could just have her mommy back for one minute. She would gladly die in that minute if only Mom could hold her one last time.
 “It’s not fair,” she meant to scream, but it came out as a half-cried whisper. “It’s not fair.”
 “Not much is, kid,” Gerber said. “Here. Sit on the couch. I’ll make us some tea.”
 Tea. A pretty poor substitute for a mom, but Mom had always said that in times of crisis, people fall back on what’s automatic. “That’s why you’ll keep practicing until you just do it without thinking about it. I want you to be able to take me out with a roundhouse kick in your sleep if you have to. Now do it again.”
 And Julie had cried and called her names. Her own mom. And now she was gone. I’ll practice, Julie thought. I’ll practice every day. Please come back. Please come back. I’ll do anything. Just please don’t be dead.
 A cup of tea appeared in front of her. “How do you know it’s her?” Julie said. “Could you be wrong? Is it like — can you hear her?”
 Gerber sat down in the chair and raised the cup to his lips. He took a small sip and put the cup down on the table. “I could… it’s not like I ever hear anybody individually. I just kind of hear their unhappiness at being unquiet. And then, when I find them, it gets a little quieter. But no. I mean. I wish I could tell you she had a message for you or something, but it doesn’t work like that.”
 There was no comfort.
 “But how do you know? How do you know it’s her?”
 “The peat. She was in the peat. It… it preserves them.”
 “I remember,” Julie whispered. She took a sip of tea. It didn’t taste like anything.
 They sat in silence for a minute. Julie felt as if a thousand pounds of lead was sitting on her chest. “I want to see her,” she said.
 Gerber shifted in his seat. “I… are you sure? She’s… her face is fine, but her body is very badly burned.”
 “Burned?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Not necktied?”
 “Not necktied.”
 “But… but the Syndicate…”
 “I know. I don’t know what to tell you. I wish I knew. Maybe… I mean, she wasn’t just some oiler with a bad debt. She was something special, you know?”
 “Yeah,” Julie said. “I know.” But why would the Syndicate care? Wouldn’t they want to give her the same end as everybody else who crossed them? The same end that, Julie suddenly realized, was probably waiting for her?
 You cross the Syndicate, you wind up dead. Necktied. Julie had crossed them like nobody had ever crossed them before. She’d just lashed out at them because it seemed like the right thing to do, because it seemed better than hiding out in the Rookery.
 But now she knew. Mom was dead. Really-dead, not probably-dead. Julie was surprised at how incredibly different those two things were. And that meant that Julie was next. This wasn’t a game. At least not one she could win. And suddenly, it didn’t seem like very much fun anymore.
 “Take me to her,” Julie said. She rose to her feet, staggered, and lowered herself back onto the couch.
 “Dehydrated,” Gerber said. “Finish your tea. And I’ll get you some water. And then we’ll go see her.”
 Julie took a sip of tea and suddenly felt the crushing unreality of her situation. Who the hell was Gerber? Who was she to be attacking enforcers and burning down the source of smokable oil? Why wasn’t she in her own house with her mom? What was this life? It seemed so incredibly strange that she should be here instead of home, that she should be sitting with this guy she barely knew — her mom’s boyfriend, or whatever you called somebody in his situation. It was like she’d fallen through some kind of magical doorway and slid into somebody else’s life.
 I want to go back, Julie thought. I want my life back. I want my life back, please! She clenched her fists and squeezed her eyes, and the tears came out again, and when she opened her eyes, she was still in Gerber’s cottage and mom was still dead.
 She took a deep breath, steeled herself, and, with the help of the couch’s arm, she stood. “Where is she?” she said.
 “She’s in the chapel,” Gerber said. “I was going to… well, you’re next of kin. You can tell me what you want me to — how you want to — I mean, bury, or — ”
 “Not now,” Julie said. Numbness had descended on her, and she liked it. She didn’t want to lose it by thinking about how to dispose of her mother’s remains.
 The walk to the chapel was the longest Julie had ever taken. Once we get there, she thought, the rest of my life starts. These are the last steps I’ll ever take with any hope at all that Gerber is wrong, that Mom’s alive somewhere, a prisoner, on an oil bender, something. Once I open that door, once I see her dead body, my real life as an orphan — for the second time in my life — begins.
 She put her hand on the door handle. It was cold and clammy. She turned it and opened the door and howled.
 Gerber had lit candles all over, and there, in the candlelight, the body of Sonia Rouge lay on the altar. He’d covered her in a sheet, which Julie was grateful for, but her head lay there, her face shockingly pale but still beautiful, and her red hair spread out around it like a sunburst. The peat had preserved her perfectly, and as Julie approached in the flickering light, she had the idea that the whole thing was a great prank that Mom and Gerber had played on her. Good one, Mom, she thought. Please get up. Please.
 She reached the cold stone of the altar and reached under the sheet to take her mother’s hand. It was ice cold, and it felt all wrong — nubbly and rubbery where it had been smooth and soft. She reached down to lift the sheet.
 “I don’t know if you want to — ” Gerber started, but she did want. She lifted the sheet and saw what Gerber meant. Sonia’s hand and arm, which were all Julie could see, were severely burned. Where it wasn’t an angry, mottled red, her flesh was actually blackened. Julie stifled a cry. Just when she thought she’d gotten to the worst of it, there was this: her Mom had been burned to death. She had died screaming.
 And though she wouldn’t have thought there was anything left in her to break, something else did, and Julie felt a cold, precise rage released inside of her. Someone had done this to her mother. Someone had done this to her. And they too were going to die screaming. And if Julie couldn’t make them die, she’d die herself. Her life was over anyway. She’d gotten another chance at life when Sonia took her home. Her flight had saved her, and then Sonia had trained her. And now she was going to find everyone responsible for this, and every single one of them would die screaming for mercy. And she would laugh and break their noses with her boot and spit on their twitching bodies until they died. And she would kill again and again and again and when they finally got to her, when the necktie came, she’d go out with a smile on her face knowing she’d caused as much pain as she’d gotten and more, and that they’d make up songs about her, they’d write books and make movies and she’d be a legend — the stupid sky-blue wraith of justice who’d brought New Edinburgh’s syndicate to its cowardly knees and chopped its filthy head off.
 She reached up and touched her mom’s cheek. It was cold. “Bye bye, Mommy,” she whispered. “I’ll always love you.”
 She cried again, more quietly this time.
 Time passed, and she stopped crying, and she stood there, just breathing and looking at her mom’s cold dead face. And then she turned around.
 “What do you want… I should…” Gerber said.
 “I don’t care what you do with her,” Julie said. “She’s not here anymore. She’s long gone. Just don’t cremate her, okay? I feel like she’s had enough fire.”
 “Okay, kid. If I put her at City Hall, it might force an investi — ”
 “I’m serious. Put her wherever it’ll do the most good. You know better than I do where that is.”
 “Okay. I’m really sorry.”
 “Me too. Me too.” She walked up to the third pew and rolled under. “This is the hallway to the Rookery, by the way. Do you know the combination to the door?”
 “She… she told me. In case of an emergency.”
 “Okay. I’m going to bed now.”
 “You sure you want to be by yourself?”
 Julie laughed, a dry, humorless bark. “I guess I’d better get used to it.”
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The Wrong Business

Julie slept fitfully, and every time she woke up, she remembered anew the sight of her mother’s charred corpse, with its strangely still-beautiful face, lying on the candlelit altar. She always tried to get back to sleep before she started crying, but she never managed it.
 She awoke for good some time later, feeling every bit as tired and sad as she had when she went to bed.
 She sensed the steel, forged in the fire that killed her first family and tempered in the fire that killed her second. It was still in her, still cold and hard and urging her to stand up and take her revenge.
 But she couldn’t make her body do it. She couldn’t stand, and shower, and put the uniform on and fly down to Pollock Hills and fight crime. It was too much, too heavy for her limbs to bear.
 So she flopped back down in bed and stared at the ceiling. Eventually she had to get up to pee. She looked at the shower, but it felt like too much. She padded back to bed, crawled in, and went back to sleep; rather, back to short, fitful dreams in which Sonia was still alive, then waking again, bereft.
 At some point, she realized she was thirsty. After contemplating her next move for half an hour, she managed to get out of bed, shuffle to the kitchen, and drink from the faucet. Getting a glass felt like more than she could manage.
 Slaking her thirst felt like an accomplishment. On the long walk down the cold stone hallway to her cold stone bedroom, Julie marveled that fewer than 24 hours ago she’d been dodging bullets and committing arson and striking blows against evil, and now she counted sustaining her life as an achievement.
 She lay back on the bed and wished for her resolve to come back. But all that would come was the picture of her mother on the altar. All of her memories of Sonia were walled off behind the mental picture of her mom’s dead body. She hated that the strongest person she’d ever even heard of, the woman who had not only kicked the oil on her own but had defied the Syndicate as a masked crimefighter without a single metahuman ability, had been beaten. The metas themselves had slunk out of New Eddy with their tails between their legs. But Sonia Rouge, armed only with a vault full of money and a heart that thirsted for justice, had taken to the streets, kicking bad guys in the head and fighting for what she wanted.
 Julie had become every bit as strong as her mother, physically speaking. And she could fly. And she thought big and dared to do things that her older, smarter, more cautious mother hadn’t. And yet she felt like a kitten next to a lioness when she thought about Sonia.
 “I can’t do it, Mommy. Not without you. I can’t do it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Julie cried. And she fell back into a fitful sleep.
 Some time later, she heard a clicking sound, and she knew it was the tumblers on the door falling into place. Well. So this was how it ended. They’d caught and tortured Gerber, and he’d given her up because he was weak, just like she was. And now the enforcers were coming to necktie her.
 She rolled off the bed and underneath, grabbing the bone-handled blade she knew was there. There had been one under every bed she’d ever slept in. They’d sent five cars to the fire station, so there would be at least ten enforcers. She might not beat them all, but she would take a few Achilles tendons with her when she went.
 Heart racing, she crouched at the ready.
 “Julie? Bluebird?” It was Gerber. Of course he’d probably led them to her. She did not respond.
 “Hey. Kid! Julie!” Gerber’s voice grew more insistent. She listened closely for the extra footfalls echoing in the hallway. She could only detect one set. “Hey,” Gerber’s voice called, “I know I said it was for emergencies, but I figure it’s going to be an emergency pretty soon if you don’t eat something. I’m just assuming that you’ve been curling up in a ball because that’s what I’ve been doing, but probably you’re out saving the city or something. But, in any case, I’m gonna leave a sandwich on the kitchen table with a note. Just in case you decide you want it. The sandwich, I mean. The note you could probably take or leave.”
 Still clutching the blade, Julie rolled out from under the bed and crept toward the kitchen, where she found Gerber, alone, writing a note on a yellow piece of paper. In front of him, wrapped in white paper, sat a large deli sandwich.
 “Hey,” she said.
 Gerber jumped. “Whoa! You scared me there, kid. How are you doing? You look like hell.”
 “Better than I feel, I’ll bet.”
 “I know. It’s…well, yeah. It’s horrible.”
 “How long do you think I have?” Julie said.
 “Till what?” Gerber said.
 “Till they come for me. With the straight razors, or the flamethrowers, or however they decide they wanna take me out.”
 Gerber pondered this for a moment. “You sit and take a bite of sandwich, and I’ll answer your question.”
 Julie sat at the table, unwrapped the sandwich, and took a bite. Though she wasn’t hungry at all, she had to admit the sandwich tasted good. The oily dressing and juicy tomato goo oozed out when she took a bite, and though she told herself she would only have one bite to shut Gerber up, she wound up taking a second, and then a third, and she kept eating while Gerber talked.
 “Well, they’re coming for you already. Obviously. They rule this city because they’re stronger and meaner than everybody else, but that doesn’t mean they’re smart. I honestly think your mom was the first person they ever encountered who wasn’t afraid of them. So they haven’t… I mean, they’ll come for you, but they only know one way to come — full force in the Packards. And they’ll never get to you like that. I don’t know if they’re smart enough to try something else.
 “So they already came for you once, and they’ll keep coming until they’re dead or you are. But what you’re really asking me is when they’ll get you. And I don’t know, but I don’t think they will.”
 “Did you think they’d get Mom?”
 Gerber looked at his scratched, callused hands. “Look, kid. I can’t predict the future. I just hear the cries of the unquiet dead.”
 Julie looked down and wondered who’d eaten the rest of her sandwich. Then she realized it must have been her. “So where’d you put her?”
 “City Hall. Big investigation. It won’t amount to anything, of course, but it’s official. Her secretary from the Rouge Charitable Foundation is acting as her executrix. They’re gonna plant her at St. George’s tomorrow night. Don’t go. They will necktie you for sure.”
 “Did you say they were going to plant her?”
 Gerber’s face got red. “Oh. I’m sorry. I just. You spend years on the oil and you get kind of hardened to–”
 “It’s okay. I kind of like it.” They’re going to plant her. And what’s going to grow is a flower of vengeance, with horrible thorns and razor-sharp petals.
 Gerber rose from the table. “Well. Glad you ate something. I’ll be back in twenty-four hours if I don’t see you sooner.”
 “Okay,” Julie said, pushing her chair back and standing. “And thanks. It was a good sandwich.”
 Eighteen hours of sleeping and crying later, Julie finally showered and pulled on her costume. If Mom was getting planted, the Syndicate would have all eyes on the cemetery and the area around it, which made this a perfect time to check up on Pollock Hills.
 She flew up to the top of the bell tower and swooped down to Gerber’s cottage. She loved being airborne. She felt only the rush of the wind on her face and the thrill of leaving the earth and didn’t think about all the losses that still threatened to crush her.
 She opened the door and found Gerber sharpening a pair of hedge clippers. “Hey kid,” he said. He followed her eyes to the clippers. “Oh. Groundskeeper work. Not Resurrectionist work. I’m taking a few nights off. And you’d better not be going to the planting.”
 “I’m not,” Julie said.
 Gerber stared at her. “I was an addict for years, kid. I know how to lie better than anybody. I lied to everyone who was ever important to me. So don’t bullshit me.”
 “I’m not. I’m going to the Estates. I want to check up on them, and I figure the Syndicate will be busy trying to pick me out of the crowd at Mom’s planting, so it’s a pretty good time for me to fly around the Hills and check things out.”
 Gerber stared at her. “It’s a logical plan. But you’re grieving, and you’re gonna do stupid stuff. Do not go. I’m serious. They’ll kill you. And I can’t lose anybody else right now.”
 Julie felt a surge of affection for this guy. Well, he was the closest thing to a father she’d ever had, at least since the fire. “I promise. I’m not going to go.”
 “You really can’t go ever. You know that, right? They’ll put a guy somewhere near her grave, maybe with binoculars so you can’t see him, and he’ll be there twenty-four hours a day, and the minute you show up, he’ll put the word out. You’ll have your head bowed and they’ll take you out before you know what’s happening.”
 Whatever affection Julie felt was swamped by annoyance. “Thanks. Cheery thought,” she said.
 “I’m sorry,” Gerber said. “I just want you to be safe.”
 “Yeah, well, I’m kind of in the wrong business for that,” Julie said. She turned, walked out the door and took to the night air.
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Training

Julie flew. She carried a heavy weight of grief and dread on her back, but she did her best to push it out of her mind. She swooped down, buzzing the streets, then darted up, weaving between the spires of skyscrapers.
 And she felt the air, and her mastery over gravity, and she felt good, just for a few minutes. She alit on the roof of Fraser Estates and peered around. It didn’t look good. Broad daylight, and the courtyard was in chaos. Dealers sat in every corner of the yard, and the oilers crowded around them making desperate sounds.
 Julie walked to the corner and listened. “Come on, man, I got the itch! I got the money! Give me some product!” an oiler whined.
 “Sorry, sonny Jim,” the dealer returned in a baritone with the accent of the old country. “Price has gone up. Simple supply and demand, y’ken? Ever study economics?”
 “Don’t mess with me, man! Just sell me some oil!” The reedy whine of the oiler was hard for Julie to listen to.
 Apparently the dealer had no such problem. “Basic principle of economics, yeah? Demand is high, as I can tell by yer increasingly manic manner. It’s in the nature of the product. But supply — well, there’s a broken link in me supply chain, yeah? Supply is down, demand remains high. Ergo, the price increase. If ye don’t like it, ye can try one of the other suppliers, though I think ye’ll find the cost is set at the wholesale level. Or ye can come up with some more money. It doesn’t matter to me.”
 Julie peered over the edge of the roof and watched as the oiler, thing and bedraggled, took a swing at the ruddy-faced, well-fed dealer, who ducked the blow easily. Two burly bodyguards appeared and gave the oiler a sound beating for his trouble. The dealer laughed. “Well, ye’ll have summat to think about besides the itch, now won’t ye?”
 I did this, Julie thought. I should have thought. I’ve only made things worse. The oilers will commit more petty crimes to get the money to pay for the higher-priced oil. If the supply doesn’t come back on line, the price will go higher and higher, and the robberies will turn to assaults.
 Julie cursed herself. She was too stupid to do anything right. She’d doomed the Estates to a plague of violence that the Syndicate’s enforcers could only dream of creating. They wouldn’t have to send the Packards in — the oilers would make sure everyone lived in fear and misery. All courtesy of The Bluebird.
 Maybe that was why Mom had focused on breaking up muggings and beating rapists. It wasn’t because she was timid or because she didn’t think big enough. It was because she was wise. Too wise to do anything big enough to cause unintended consequences.
 She needed to get out of here, to get far away from the chaos she’d caused. But she was too sad to fly. She was too sad to even move. She slumped down on the roof, her back against a galvanized steel vent, and she started to cry.
 She’d tried to do good. She’d tried to make Mom proud. She’d tried. But it was too much for her. She was just a kid, really. And a stupid kid at that, obviously.
 With her forehead on her knees, she wept. Not the huge sobs of grief she’d cried before, but the small, quiet cries of despair. She was a failure, and she was all alone in the world. She wanted to get out of her skin, to jump off the roof and fly into someone else’s body, someone else’s life, and not be The Bluebird anymore, not be the girl who’d made a tragic mistake.
 She heard the creak of the access door and cursed her idiocy. This wasn’t a safe place to ball up and cry. Her stupid self pity was going to cost her dearly.
 She flattened herself up against the vent and peered across the roof. Two figures approached, backlit against the sun. She was too late to fly out of shooting range. She’d have to fight.
 Or maybe not. As the figures neared, Julie saw they were nowhere near big enough to be enforcers. They were just kids. Julie stood; with the view her new angle allowed, she saw that Kendra and her brother were walking toward her.
 “Hey,” Julie said.
 “Hey yourself,” Kendra said. Julie looked at her face and didn’t see any bruises. So far, Kendra’s father seemed to be heeding The Bluebird’s warning.
 “What are you doing up here?” Julie said.
 “I guess I could ask you the same thing,” Kendra replied.
 “I’m… I don’t know. I’m. My mom. She’s dead.”
 Kendra looked at her. “I’m sorry. I saw it on the news. About how you’re missing and everything. They think you’re dead, too.”
 “They know I’m alive. And they’re gonna kill me if they can.” That hung in the air for a minute, and Julie, uncomfortable with having that echo in her head, asked, “So what about you?”
 “We just come up here sometimes,” Kendra said.
 “When Dad’s drunk,” her little brother said. Like Kendra, he had red hair and freckles. Unlike Kendra, he had ears that stuck out too far. His eyes were brown and seemed to bear less sadness than Kendra’s green eyes. Good for you, Kendra, Julie thought. You really have managed to protect him from the worst of it.
 “Is he hitting you?” Julie asked the boy.
 “Mind your own business!” Kendra snapped. “We’ve got more than that to worry about. Everybody’s getting robbed. Oilers are going crazy.”
 Julie thought briefly about telling Kendra that this whole thing was her fault. But she didn’t want to reveal the truth and be alone again. It was nice to have someone to talk to.
 “Anthony can’t even play anywhere anymore. This is the only safe place to go. It’s worse than it’s ever been,” Kendra said.
 “Hey, Bluebird,” Kendra’s brother Anthony said. It felt good to hear that name. It was a connection with her mom.
 “Yeah?”
 “Can you — can you teach me to fight? Kendra’s right. It’s really scary out here. I’d feel better if I knew how to take someone down and kick them in the ribs.” Like you did to my dad, he didn’t say, but Julie could hear it anyway. She looked at Kendra.
 “I mean, I would… you’ll have to ask your sister. If it’s okay with her…”
 Kendra glared at her. “I think you owe us that much,” she said.
 “Okay,” Julie said. “But I have to warn you. It’s not easy. I’ll help you, but I’m not going to do it halfway, because then I’d only be teaching you enough to get you hurt. And you have to be ready to end a fight any way you can. That usually means inflicting as much pain as you can in as short a time as possible. Does that sound like something you want to do? Does that sound like something you’re willing to spend hours every day working on?”
 “Yeah!” Anthony said with a bright, enthusiastic grin.
 “What about you, Kendra?”
 “Well what choice do I have? Hide in my room all the time? Or hope that you’ll just appear out of the sky to save me every time I have to leave the house?”
 “You have choices,” Julie said.
 “Like hell. I’ll do it.” Kendra didn’t look particularly happy about her decision. Julie didn’t know if that was because Kendra was still mad at her or because if she really knew how to defend herself, she’d have to do more than take the punches if her dad came after them again.
 “You wanna start now? It looks like we’ve got some time.” The sun was sinking, giving a pink cast to the rooftops of Pollock Hills. It actually looked kind of pretty if you didn’t think about what was going on below. Or, really, right under their feet, where the high price of oil was probably going to lead to more domestic disputes, more beatings — but she couldn’t think about that.
 “Let’s do it!” Anthony said.
 “All right,” Julie said. And for the next hour, she started training them as Sonia had started training her — with quick, vicious attacks. Like her mom had done, Julie pulled her kicks and punches at the very last second so they only hurt like hell instead of breaking bones and causing concussions. And every time Anthony or Kendra tried to block her, she critiqued their approach with dispassionate honesty.
 “Kendra, you just opened your throat to attack. Do that in a real fight and you’re getting a blow to the throat that’s going to incapacitate you. Let’s do it again.”
 She came with a low kick, and again Kendra blocked low with her hand. And so Julie gave her a quick chop to the neck that sent her to the ground, choking.
 Anthony ran to her side. “Are you okay?” he cried. Bent over his sister, he was easy prey for a swift kick to the butt that sent him sprawling over her. He got up showing clenched teeth with sweat cutting rivulets through the dirt on his red face. “Rrrrgh!” he emitted a guttural cry and charged at Julie, who reached out and pulled him toward her. She sidestepped as he careened toward her and tripped him as he went by. Both he and Kendra lay panting and face down on the roof.
 She didn’t wait for them to raise their heads. “Kendra, I warned you about the throat. And Anthony. If you want to help your sister — if you want to help anybody in a fight — you go after their attacker. You don’t bend over them and make yourself a target. And you especially never get angry. Once you got angry, I had you. Anger is the enemy of clear thinking. You must keep it at bay or it will get you killed.”
 God, how she’d hated hearing those words from her mom. And here she was, delivering them in the same smug tone that always made her want to scream. But whatever she’d thought of Sonia’s training at the time, it had worked. She’d gone toe-to-toe with some pretty tough guys, and she’d managed to keep her cool and stay alive. She owed that to her mom. And this was the only way she could think to pay her back.
 “We’re still learning, you freaking psycho!” Kendra finally yelled. Julie looked at her tear-stained face and felt bad. She’d caused that pain. It was kind of fun when it was a bad guy, and it was kind of horrible when it was your friend. Or whatever Kendra was. Julie fought the urge to apologize, to pull Kendra up off the roof and beg for her forgiveness. She wondered if Mom had felt the same way when she’d flattened little Julie for the umpteenth time during a training session.
 Oh, Mommy, I miss you so much, Julie wanted to say. She should be doing this. But she wasn’t here. Except that her voice was coming out of Julie’s mouth. “Is that what you’re going to tell the oiler with a knife in the stairwell? ‘Oh, take it easy on me, Mister Attacker, I’ve never done this before!’ For your information, I am taking it easy on you. You can tell because you’re still conscious enough to yell at me. Now I’m doing this the right way because I care about you and I want you to stay safe. But if you want to quit, you go ahead.”
 Kendra gave her a quizzical look. “You care about us?”
 Julie was still in verbal combat mode, and she was taken aback. “Well, yeah. Of course I do.”
 Kendra climbed to her feet and walked over to give Anthony a hand up. “Why?”
 It was not a question Julie knew how to answer. “I mean. I don’t know. I just do. Why wouldn’t I?”
 “Because,” Kendra said, “Nobody else does.” She put her arm around Anthony and turned toward the access door. “I think we’re done for tonight. It’s almost completely dark anyway. “
 They started to walk away, leaving Julie standing there. “Um,” Julie called after Kendra and Anthony, “So, like, same time tomorrow?”
 Kendra looked back over her shoulder. “You promise to keep working with us until we can land a punch on you?”
 “Yeah,” Julie said. “I promise.”
 Kendra smiled. “Then we’ll be back.”
 They walked away, closing the access door behind them, and Julie stood alone on the dark rooftop. She looked out onto the city. Hume Tower and the lesser skyscrapers of downtown were lighting up, and the city looked beautiful.
 But she knew that on the streets below, there was ugliness everywhere. She had the urge to patrol the city Red Talon style, swooping out of the night to attack any evildoers she could find. But the real evildoers remained out of her reach. The only ones on the streets would be the oilers robbing people. Sure, she could beat them to a pulp — some of them, anyway — but they were victims too. Victims of the Syndicate, and victims of The Bluebird, who just seemed to screw up everything she touched.
 She looked over at Somerville’s Folly. It looked like her folly now, too. Big strong protector of the Estates, and all she’d done was make them an even worse place than they were before. Which was really saying something.
 She took to the air. The hell with it. She was going back to the Rookery.
 Or that was what she told herself, anyway. But what ended up happening was quite different. On her way to the Rookery — back to the safety of Potterrow, the tiny cemetery everyone had forgotten — she found herself flying over St. George’s, the huge, beautifully manicured cemetery of New Edinburgh’s wealthy and important.
 The same cemetery where they were planting Sonia Rouge tonight. Julie knew Sonia wasn’t there, any more than she’d been there in the chapel when she and Howard had cried over her charred body. She also knew that the people standing around St. George’s cemetery pretending to care that her mom was dead had no idea who her mom was. They were either mourning an illusion, or they were phonies who actually hated her mom and were only showing up to make sure she was really dead. Julie hated them all. She couldn’t wait to be as far away from them as possible.
 Or, that’s what she told herself, anyway. And she believed it. So why had she touched down in a far, quiet corner of St. George’s cemetery? And why was she slowly creeping through the graveyard toward the big white tent lighting up the night?
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Eight Hours of Agony

She knew she wouldn’t be able to get inside the tent to see the coffin lowered into the ground. She also knew they’d be looking for her. Maybe she just wanted to say one final goodbye. Or maybe she was hoping for a fight, hoping to put all her rage and self hatred and disappointment into her fists and feet and let them do their work on some Syndicate enforcers.
 “For Sonia heard God’s call. She heard it in her charitable work, and we would be wise to learn from her example. For though she had great wealth, Sonia worked tirelessly to improve the lot of the less fortunate of this city.” You have no idea, buddy, Julie thought.
 “And when God called her home, as He will call us all home one day, Sonia again answered the call. We may question why a woman like Sonia must be taken from us so young. We question why God allows accidents like the one that took Sonia’s life. We cry out to God for answers, but he only asks us to have faith, that all will be revealed in the fullness of time. For now we see as through a glass darkly, but in the days to come…”
 And Julie paid her own tribute to the memory of the only mother she’d ever known. Because though she’d been wrapped up in listening to the speech (and wondered why, since Sonia was not religious and neither was she), she had been trained so well that she was simply unable to turn off her awareness of other sights and sounds. And so when she’d heard a rustle behind her, she hadn’t blithely assumed that a squirrel was doing its business. She’d dropped flat, and watched the arrow clatter off the gravestone in front of her.
 Idiot. Gerber had been right. She couldn’t stay here.
 “And let us now pray for the safety and well-being of Sonia’s daughter, Julie. O Lord, wherever Julie is — ”
 She sprung to her feet and shot into the air, and only as she stretched all the way up did she feel the stinging pain in her back. The arrow must have grazed her. She heard another whistle past her ear as she headed skyward.
 “Archery?” she called out. “Is that the best you got?”
 She flew as fast as she could toward the Rookery. And she noticed something as she flew. All of her fear, all of her worries, just seemed to drop away. Or, rather, float away. She was aware that all of her sadness and problems were still there, but they no longer weighed her down. She felt like she could fly all night.
 Until the lights of the city below her started to twinkle. She tried to look at the Hume Tower to bring the fuzzy lights into focus, but they just stayed fuzzy. And the lightness in her brain kept getting lighter. Now it wasn’t just her worries and fears that had floated away from her. Her brain seemed to be doing the same thing. She knew something was very wrong, but she couldn’t find the place where she kept the worry about such things.
 Suddenly a dark shape loomed out of the night right in front of her. She swerved, but too late: her shoulder struck stone and she tumbled to the ground. She wondered for a moment why she wasn’t feeling any pain from either impact. As before, she was dimly aware that something was wrong, but she just couldn’t bring herself to care about it. She looked up and saw that the dark shape that had attacked her in mid flight was the bell tower that rose above the Rookery. So, all she had to do to be safe was fly up to the top and then down into the Rookery, and she’d be home and in her own bed.
 Slowly, she brought her gaze up to the top of the tower. Aiming at it, she tried to fly, but she found she couldn’t get off the ground.
 “Some bird,” she said aloud. “Light Flower Blue, you do not seem to be able to fly. Ostrich?”
 She pondered what her new name might be. What other flightless birds there were. Dodo? This made her laugh. Almost certainly. The bird that was too dumb to live. “Yep, that’s me. Told me not to go, went anyway, no more birdy,” she said.
 She saw the lights from Gerber’s cottage and staggered toward it. When she reached the door, she tried the knob and found it locked. Did she have a key? Somewhere, maybe. She pounded on the door.
 “Howard!” she called out, and then the door was open and Gerber was in front of her.
 “Hey kiddo. You okay?” he said.
 “Well,” Julie said, they shot an arrow at my — ” she reached behind her to scratch an itch on her back, and when her hand came back, it was bloody. “Hey! What’s that about?”
 “What happened?” Gerber said.
 “Well, I dodged real good. Guess it grazed me, though. Arrow. What freaking century are we in, Howard Gerber? Can you tell me that? Who shoots arrows? Guess it’s good it wasn’t guns, though. Probably.”
 “You went,” he said.
 “Yeah,” Julie said. “I went. It was kind of a — ” and then the floor sprung up and smacked her in the face. “You know,” she said from the floor, “I don’t feel real good all of a sudden.”
 “Yeah, I got that from the way you dove at the floor.”
 “It hit me first. But it’s not that. It’s my head. Like somebody filled it with a balloon.”
 “Uh-oh.” Gerber said. Julie was going to ask why uh-oh, but then she was out.
  
 She awoke to bright sunlight in her eyes. “Aaagh. What the — where am I?” And Gerber was at her side.
 “You’re gonna have a real bad day, kid,” he said. “I just want to warn you.”
 “Why?”
 “The arrow that hit you. It must have been dipped in Snake Oil.”
 “Wait. What? Arrow? What the — I don’t remember… oh, yeah, I do. Oh my God, they dosed me with — ” Julie sprung up, or tried to, and the ants announced themselves.
 That’s what it felt like, anyway. Like there were thousands of ants inside her head, skittering through the folds in her brain and trying to burrow through her skull from the inside.
 “Oh. That itches,” Julie said.
 “That’s why they call it the itch,” Gerber said. “Eight more hours of it, more or less.”
 Julie looked at him. “Eight hours? Are you kidding me?”
 “Wish I was.”
 “Oh. Can I… could you get me a glass of water? I feel like something died in my mouth.”
 “Sure.” Gerber fetched her a glass of water, and she drained it.
 “The good news is that you won’t have any other symptoms like you’d have with a booze hangover. No nausea, no achy legs… just the fatigue and the itch.”
 Julie wanted nothing more than to reach inside her head and rake her nails over the surface of her brain, killing all the ants and stopping the itch. “I… I don’t know if I can do this for eight hours,” she said.
 “Yeah, you can,” Gerber said. “You’re the strongest person I know.”
 Julie looked at him. “Yeah, well, you don’t get out much.”
 Gerber laughed his dry seal-bark laugh. “Well, you got me there. But still. That arrow only grazed you. They only got a small dose into you. You can get through it. And once you know you can beat it, you’re free.”
 Julie thought about Gerber staring at the hot shot of oil night after night and wondered about that.
 “How do you know I only got a small dose?” Julie asked.
 “You’re not screaming,” Gerber said.
  
 And she never did. Not that she didn’t want to. She had actually wanted to for the last four hours or so. The itch was the second worst thing she’d ever felt, right after grief. But she knew that some Syndicate chieftains were congratulating themselves on how clever they were, having dosed her with oil, and though they wouldn’t hear her even if she did scream, she wanted the satisfaction of knowing that she could beat even this.
 So she clamped her jaw down and stopped trying to ignore the itch. She just let herself feel it, get lost in it. She thought about Sonia, her mother, who had beaten the itch after getting much higher doses for a much longer time. If she could do it, I can do it, Julie chanted in her itchy, inflamed brain. If she could do it, I can do it.
 Meanwhile, Gerber talked nonstop, but Julie was barely able to make sense of the words. “The oil shows they really hate you. They don’t care about sending a message to anybody else. They just want to make sure you suffer, humiliate you, turn you into an addict who has to go to them for oil. You have to be careful.” And later, with tears running down his face, “She was… I mean, it wasn’t a normal relationship, obviously, but we told each other things. We understood each other. She was the best friend I ever had.” And still later, “There’s this new show about a crusty reporter who solves supernatural crimes. Always wears a seersucker suit.” Or maybe she only imagined all of it.
 She lay on the couch, fantasizing about opening up her skull and raking her fingernails all over the surface of her brain. Until, like someone had thrown a switch, the itch was gone.
 The sun was setting, turning the cemetery and the inside of the cottage orange. “Oh my God!” Julie said. “Training! I gotta go!”
 Gerber put a hand on her shoulder. “You really can’t go out. You’re not at full strength. They’ll still be looking for you, and you… now that you’ve… I mean, with your ability, you could find anybody who’s holding and — ”
 “Are you afraid I’m gonna try to score oil?” Julie said.
 Gerber looked at her like she was the dumbest person on earth. “I’m afraid you’re human. I’m afraid you tasted, even if it was only for a few minutes, what it was like to feel all your troubles float away and feel like you could fly.”
 Julie laughed. “I always feel like I can fly.”
 Gerber smiled at his mistake. “You know what I mean. It feels great at first. That’s why people do it. And you’ve got as many problems as anybody I know — ”
 “Thanks a lot.”
 “You know what I mean. You’d probably like to make ‘em go away.”
 “Not like that,” Julie said. “I’d rather make ‘em go away by kicking a bunch of people in the teeth.”
 Gerber laughed. “Still,” Gerber said, “you can’t — ”
 “I’ve got an obligation right now. We’ll talk later,” Julie said. “Thank you for… everything.”
 “You’re welcome. And I’m sorry to be a pain in the butt. I just — if they come at you tonight, are you gonna be ready to give them all you’ve got?”
 Julie smiled. “If they come at me tonight, I’m gonna give ‘em more than I’ve ever given anyone before. I owe them at least eight hours of agony.”
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I Owe You Everything

The sky held only a glimmer of fading gray light by the time she arrived on the roof of the Estates. She touched down and quickly rolled behind a vent, fearing an arrow in the night. None came. But what did come was even worse.
 She heard the crunch of feet on the gravel roof and dared a glance. In the tiny bit of failing light, she made out Kendra’s figure walking purposefully toward her.
 She stood and walked toward Kendra. Oh my God, you’re never gonna believe what happened to — ” she stopped as Kendra shut her up with an open-handed slap to the face that spun her head to the right.
 She looked and saw Kendra rearing back for another slap. This time she dodged, grabbed Kendra’s hand, and pulled her forward. Kendra fell face down on the roof.
 “Bitch,” Kendra spat.
 “What the hell is wrong with you?” Julie said. “Why did you hit me?”
 “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with me is that I let myself believe in someone who let me down, and me believing made Anthony believe, and he got hurt.”
 “What do you… Anthony’s hurt?” Julie asked. She extended a hand to help Kendra up, but Kendra refused it and clambered to her feet on her own. Julie’s face still stung.
 “Anthony went looking for you when you didn’t show up. I tried to stop him, but he got away. He ran onto the street, and two kids high on oil, couldn’t have been much older than him, beat the crap out of him. They took his shoes. They took his shoes. That’s the only pair he had. Not everybody has tons of money, and — ”
 “Oh my God! I feel terrible! I can get him some…”
 “He doesn’t need your shoes! We don’t need you or your charity or your stupid training! And Anthony doesn’t need one more person in his life who’s gonna let him down. So just fly away home, will you?”Kendra spun and began walking toward the staircase.
 “Can I at least tell you what happened?” Julie said.
 “I don’t care about your excuses,” Kendra said, still walking. Julie, furious, quickly flew between Kendra and the door.
 “I went to my mom’s funeral and the Syndicate shot an arrow dipped in oil at me. I passed out last night and spent the whole day with the itch pretty much wishing I was dead.”
 Kendra paused. She looked like she might soften, but then she sneered and said, “That makes two of us.”
 Julie was surprised to find herself crying. She thought she was angry, and anger didn’t usually make her cry, but this time it sunk her. She slumped down, her back against the door, and cried while Kendra stood over her.
 She lifted up her head and looked at Kendra. “Why do you hate me? Why? What did I do that made you hate me? Whatever it is, I’m sorry, okay? I don’t… I’m doing the best I can. I can’t help it if it’s not very good.”
 Her forehead hit her knees, and she grabbed the back of her head with both hands and tried to stop crying, but she couldn’t make the tears stop.
 Kendra slid down the door and sat next to her. “Because I’m jealous. That’s why I hate you. Duh. Everything sucks in my life. And all I can do is take it. My Dad stopped hitting us. Did you know that? He stopped hitting us when you told him to. Not when I begged him to, over and over and over again. When you just told him to. How do you think that makes me feel? Without you, I’d be a whore and Dad might have beaten Anthony to death to punish him for me disappearing.” And now Kendra was crying. “Of course I hate you. I owe you everything.”
 Julie lifted her head. She didn’t know if she should apologize. Saving somebody’s life and then keeping them from getting beaten seemed like a pretty dumb reason to apologize. So she just said this: “I have no family. I had a twin sister and a mother and a father, and they all died, and then I had another mother and she died too. And now I’m alone in the world.”
 They sat next to each other in the darkness for a while. “Is he okay?” Julie finally said. “Anthony? Is he hurt?”
 “Yeah. I mean, he’ll be fine. But, you know, black eye, bloody nose and some pretty bad bruises. And I guess he’s gonna have cold feet.”
 “I can seriously get him shoes. I have money. I mean. I probably can’t actually go into a shoe store without getting shot by some Syndicate enforcer that the shoe guy calls. But I could, like… I have money. Don’t hate me. I don’t have anything else to spend it on.”
 There was a silence that felt very long.
 “That would be nice,” Kendra finally said.
 “Can I see him?” Julie asked.
 “Yeah, I guess,” Kendra answered, pulling herself to her feet. She extended a hand, and Julie grabbed it. Kendra pulled Julie up and led her down the stairwell to her apartment.
 Anthony was in his bed with a pencil in his hand and a piece of paper on his lap. His left eye was swollen and blackened already, and a little blood was still crusted around his nostrils. His arms were covered in scrapes. “Bluebird!” he said. “I remembered about the neck! The one guy reared back to hit me and I nailed him right in the throat! Totally took him down!”
 “Excellent work, buddy,” Julie said. “What about the other one?”
 Anthony looked down. “He took me down from behind.”
 Julie smiled and ruffled his hair. “By the time we’re done, you’ll be able to take two oilers out without even breaking a sweat.”
 Kendra glared. “Julie. Please don’t make promises you can’t–”
 Julie ignored her. “Listen, buddy, I was sick all day, okay? I’m really sorry I didn’t make it on time. I kind of got shot last night.”
 Anthony sat up in his bed. “Shot? Did it hurt?”
 “It only kind of grazed me. But then — ” she glanced at Kendra, then back at Anthony. “Something about it made me really sick.”
 “Are you okay now?” Anthony asked.
 “Yeah. And I’ll be back tomorrow.”
 “Cool!” Anthony said. “But what if something happens? What if you’re breaking up a mugging or something? How will we know?”
 Julie thought for a moment. “Tell you what. When I come tomorrow, I’ll bring you the comlink I used to use to talk to my — ” her stupid voice broke, betraying her. “To Red Talon. And then I can call you if anything happens. Is that okay?”
 Anthony’s eyes lit up. “That… that’s only like the coolest thing I ever heard,” he said.

 “I’ll walk you out,” Kendra said, and pulled Julie into the hall.
 “Don’t… don’t be too wonderful, okay? He used to think I was cool,” Kendra whispered. She tried to force a smile, but it didn’t really work.
 “You are cool,” Julie said. “I mean, a little bitchy, but cool.”
 Kendra smiled, and Julie climbed over to the window. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow,” she said.
 “You’d better,” Kendra said, and as Julie’s feet left the sill, she heard Kendra call out, “And try not to get shot again!”




26
Lost Without Her

Julie returned to the Rookery, and it occurred to her as she was flying down the height of the bell tower that she should probably check in with Gerber just to let him know she hadn’t done anything stupid. Well, anything else stupid was probably more accurate.
 She flew back out of the bell tower and glided silently to Gerber’s back stoop. She turned her key and walked in. Gerber was there, in the kitchen, slumped in a chair asleep. She knelt next to him and shook him gently.
 “Hey. Howard. I’m back. You probably don’t want to sleep in this chair. Do you?”
 He lifted his eyelids drowsily. “Yeah. You’re right. You okay?”
 “Yeah. I’m tired, but okay. I’m going to go to bed.”
 “Okay, then. I’m gonna do the same.” He got up slowly from the chair and Julie realized he hadn’t been staring at the hot shot. He’d been staring at the door.
 “Hey,” she said. “Thanks for waiting up for me. Or, I mean, sort of waiting up, since you were asleep. But you know what I mean. It’s… it’s nice.”
 Gerber smiled. “You’re all I got, kid. Never had a kid of my own, so I figured I’d get in as much worrying as I can while you’re out patrolling the night, or whatever you’re doing.”
 Julie turned away and smiled. “Thanks.” She flew back to the Rookery, and as she climbed in her bed, she thought for a while. She really did want to move to Somerville’s Folly, to get away from Mom’s tainted money and get closer to the people she was trying to protect. They could never get away from Pollock Hills, so why should she be able to? Especially when their misery had paid for her bed.
 On the other hand, she didn’t want to leave Gerber. She liked Kendra and Anthony, but there was something really comforting about having a grownup who cared whether she lived or died. It made her feel less helpless.
 And so Julie went to bed, feeling cared for and, for the first time since Gerber had unearthed her mom, hopeful.
 She slept soundly and deeply and woke up feeling refreshed. And then she made the mistake of turning on the television while she ate her cornflakes and powdered milk.
 “Historic crime wave continues to rock New Edinburgh,” the guy on TV was saying. “Residents of Pollock Hills are used to a high crime rate, but now the criminal element seems to be pouring out of Pollock Hills like rats from a sinking ship. Assaults, robberies, and murders are all on the rise in even the city’s best neighborhoods as the last two weeks have seen an unprecedented increase in crime throughout the city.”
 They had interviews on the street with people saying they’d never seen it this bad, that they never left their houses at night, that they wanted somebody to do something to make it better.
 She knew it had gotten worse. But she didn’t know it had gotten this much worse. She’d set out to make her city a better place, and all she’d done was spread the contagion around. “I didn’t know!” she yelled at the TV. “I didn’t know it was going to happen like this! I had no idea!”
 Well, that’s because you’re an idiot, a voice in her brain answered.
 She felt crushed. She wondered again if she should just fly around at night trying to break up muggings like Mom had done. Maybe. Maybe she owed New Edinburgh that much. But, in the end, what was the point? She’d beat up some oilers who were going insane from the itch anyway, she’d maybe stop a few people from getting their wallets taken, but in the end they’d all still be slaves to the Syndicate one way or the other. They’d gotten her mom, and there was no way to stop them. Their tendrils were coiled around every part of life in New Edinburgh, and if you cut one off, that just meant the others would squeeze tighter.
 Still. She couldn’t just do nothing. Could she? She needed some advice, and she didn’t know who to turn to. Gerber would tell her that it was better to do something than nothing, and Kendra would tell her that she made the mess and had to try to clean it up. Well, Kendra would tell her that if she found out that Julie was responsible for the crime wave. And then she’d probably hate her again.
 She wished Mom was here. Her absence suddenly hurt. Julie could feel it as a stabbing pain in her side. Why wasn’t she here? How could Julie be alone? Sobs bubbled up from her stomach, and Julie cried. “Where are you?” she yelled to the empty Rookery. “Where are you?”
 All she heard was her own voice echoing off the stone walls.
 Well, she knew where Mom was. Or where her body was, anyway. And she knew she should never go there again, but she just felt like she had to find a way to get closer to Mom, to get some idea of what she should do. Maybe if she were closer to Mom’s remains, she’d know. Because what kind of Mom leaves her little girl all alone in the world and doesn’t try to help her out? After all, the dead did have voices. And if Gerber could hear them, maybe everybody could, if only in a subconscious way. If Sonia could moan about being the unquiet dead, surely she could give a little advice. Right? 
 Julie went to try to find a disguise. She found a black dress that didn’t really fit and some black pumps she didn’t really know how to walk in, and, best of all, a black hat with a black veil. Add some sunglasses and she could be anybody. She examined herself in the mirror and tried to convince herself she looked older than she really was, that she wouldn’t raise suspicion. All the richest people in town were buried in St. George’s. The Syndicate couldn’t go shooting every single woman who walked through the gates. Could they?
 No, but they might send somebody to talk to any single woman who walked through the gates. And then shoot anybody who happened to be The Bluebird. Or, rather, shoot her up. Julie shuddered at the thought of ever having to endure the itch again.
 Reluctantly, she took off her disguise. Well, this was probably a sign that she shouldn’t go back to St. George’s. She flew to the top of the bell tower and looked out on the cemetery. And saw Gerber, dressed in coveralls, trimming the hedges. And smacked her forehead for being such an idiot.
 What’s the best way to blend in at a cemetery? Look like a groundskeeper! (Or be dead, she thought to herself, but she had no desire to fit in like that.)
 She flew down and went through the tunnel and into the chapel. Peeking out the door, she saw Gerber still working on the hedges, his back to his own back door.
 As quickly as she could, Julie flew to the back door and crept in. When Gerber had given her free access to his house, he probably hadn’t meant that she could come in and steal his clothes. But she had to do this. Everything was hinging on it. Or so it seemed.
 She felt creepy and weird entering Gerber’s bedroom, but fortunately he had three pairs of coveralls hanging in his closet, and she didn’t need to root through his stuff. It still felt weird. But it was for Mom. For New Edinburgh. For Kendra and Anthony and the Hills and the Estates. She couldn’t do this alone. She had to get some kind of guidance.
 She rolled the coveralls up under her arm, then grabbed a hat that was hanging on a hook next to the door. On her way out, she grabbed a small pair of trimming shears, the kind someone taking care of a well-manicured, rich-people’s cemetery would use to trim the edges where the mowers couldn’t get the weeds.
 She walked out the back door and right into Gerber, who was both surprised and sweaty.
 “Hey, kid. What’s up?”
 Julie tried to nonchalantly slide the stolen coveralls behind her back. This was made kind of difficult by the fact that she was holding the trimming shears in her other hand.
 “Uh. Hey! I just had to. I was looking for.” No lie would come, and her go-to solution to awkward confrontations like this — the leg sweep — would literally add injury to insult.
 So Julie decided to tell the truth. “Stole some coveralls so I can sneak into St. George’s. Sorry. I feel bad about it. But I knew if I asked you, you’d say no, and — ”
 “Of course I’d say no! I babysat you through the itch! And that’s undoubtedly the best of whatever they have planned for you! Kid, you hit them hard in the pride and the pocketbook. Nobody has ever dared to do that before. And you’re risking torture and death, for what?”
 “So I’ll know what the hell to do! I can’t…I messed everything up! My great big blows against the Syndicate only made everything worse! Or have you not heard about the record crime wave?”
 “So it’s not going perfectly, and you’re going to go get yourself killed?”
 “No. I’m going to figure out what to do because my mother is going to tell me what to do.”
 Gerber rolled his eyes. “She’s not there. She’s gone. The dead cry out when they’re unquiet, but they don’t talk once they’ve been quieted.”
 “Maybe they just don’t talk to you. If she could say anything, she’d say something to me.”
 “Do not go stand by her grave and get killed! I’m serious!”
 “I’m not stupid!”
 “Really? Because you’re acting pretty stupid right now!”
 A quick blow to the groin would double him over, and the follow-up shot to the neck would collapse him. And then he would finally shut up. Julie’s hands shook, aching to strike.
 “I have to go,” she said. She’d end this conversation another way. She sprang straight up in the air, and was surprised to feel a hand on her foot. She shook free and looked down as Gerber, tears running down his face, looked up at her.
 “I can’t lose you too!” He said, and the heartbreak in his voice would have been enough to make her turn around if he hadn’t just called her stupid.
 She touched down in the back yard of the empty house, where she tucked her long black hair up into the hat and slid the coveralls over her costume. Sliding the shears into one of the big cargo pockets on her leg, she walked to the Holyrood Line station.
 Two transfers later, she emerged from the subway right across from St. George’s gates. Pretending to tie her shoe, she scanned the street. No Packards, but they probably wouldn’t be that obvious.
 There. Three cars from the entrance, a gigantic guy sat in a tiny Japanese car that no one would ever expect a Syndicate enforcer to drive. He was eating a sloppy sandwich and wiping mayo off his chin as sliced onions dripped from the sides of the roll. And no doubt looking for Julie.
 She stood up and tried to get into character. She had a fair amount of practice at pretending to be someone she wasn’t. She’d pretended to be a regular St. Andrew’s Prep student, hiding the bruises and never once acting like someone undergoing hours of combat training every day. And then she’d pretended to be The Bluebird, the self-assured hero who knew what she was doing. Pretending to be a groundskeeper would be a snap. She called Howard’s walk up in her mind and tried to imitate it. She hunched her shoulders like she was carrying something heavy, and she tried to walk in a way that looked strong and tired. She had no idea if her act succeeded or not as she walked across the street, willing herself not to look at the sandwich-eating enforcer.
 She got through the gates with her heart pounding and sweat pouring down her face. She quickly scanned the area for other mourners, for groundskeepers, for anybody at all. She saw no one. But that didn’t mean they wouldn’t send someone in after her in a minute or two. She quickly found the edge of a tombstone that both needed trimming and would provide halfway decent cover from anyone running through the gates with a bow and arrow or whatever they’d be chasing her with. In a crouch, she tensed her thighs, ready to spring straight up in the air at high speed if she had to. She sliced the tips of blades of grass. And she waited.
 After thirty minutes, she had successfully manicured three graves, ensuring that every blade of grass near the stone was the same height. And nobody had come anywhere near her. She hadn’t seen a single person.
 She stood, tucked her shears into her belt loop, and walked toward Sonia’s grave. Alarm bells sounded in her brain, telling her this was a really stupid idea. She ignored them for several steps, then heard her mother’s voice in her head telling her not to ignore those nagging feelings that something’s wrong.
 Surely Mom didn’t want her to get herself killed. So, okay, she couldn’t just go stand next to Mom’s grave. But maybe she could find a place where she could see it. At the top of the hill overlooking the pond in the center of the cemetery, there was a large oak tree providing shelter to several graves. From this point, she’d be able to see Sonia’s grave. She’d also be at the highest point in St. George’s, which meant she’d be able to see an attacker coming better. She’d also be closer to the sky.
 She began to climb the hill and stopped when she saw movement next to one of the graves — one presided over by an eight-foot-tall sculpture of a woman in a hood and flowing cloak holding lilies and looking down at an urn. Take to the sky, she told herself, but then she’d blow her cover and never be able to come back here. She scanned the ground and saw a nascent dandelion poking up next to a grave marker. Making sure to keep her face turned toward the direction, she dropped to her knees and dug the offending weed out with the point of her clippers. She then began to manicure this gravesite. It was actually quite difficult to pretend to pay close attention to grass while actually paying close attention to what was happening up the hill.
 She looked around the graveyard — too frantically, she realized. She couldn’t see behind every gravestone, of course, but she was high enough up the hill that she felt like she’d be able to see if they were surrounding her. She saw nothing.
 She also heard nothing but the wind rustling the leaves of the oak tree, a lone goose honking on the surface of the pond, and something else. Breathing. Heavy breathing. Like someone was tensing up to spring an attack on her.
 Well. She’d been stupid enough to get hit once. It wasn’t happening again. Scanning the cemetery grounds again, she didn’t see any other attackers. They had probably sent the attacker to the highest point in the cemetery. Smart strategy, and a lesson Julie hoped she’d live long enough to benefit from — she wasn’t the only one who could think strategically. She’d caught the Syndicate with its metaphorical pants down (well, its literal pants down in the case of the dirtbag they’d hired to watch for her at the house), but now the Syndicate was up and in fighting form. She couldn’t afford to underestimate the their cunning anymore.
 Concentrating, she lifted off from the grass, but only by a few inches. She headed to the right, crouching behind every gigantic monument — the weeping angels, the obelisks, and the life-sized statues that the wealthiest people in New Edinburgh bought to mark the graves where their loved ones lay, every bit as dead as the poor people in Potterrow.
 The breathing grew louder. Her adversary knew she was here, but he didn’t know where. He’d have an edged weapon dipped in oil or worse, so she’d have to take him down quickly and brutally.
 He was on the other side of the obelisk Julie was floating behind, and she hatched a plan. She leapt, feet-first, parallel to the ground and grabbed on to the obelisk, the momentum of her horizontal flight swinging her around with both feet headed toward —
 She redirected her kick at the last minute, striking the boy between the shoulder blades instead of at the base of the skull where she would have certainly concussed and possibly killed or paralyzed him.
 He was not a Syndicate enforcer. He was a teenage boy. In his hand was a single red rose, now crushed and broken by his fall. He gasped for breath as he lay, face down on the ground.
 Leave, Julie’s instincts told her. Fly away!
 Was this Mom’s voice? Was this what she’d come to hear? Flee? No. She’d made yet another mess, and if she couldn’t fix Pollock Hills, she could at least fix this. Or try to.
 She knelt next to the boy. “Oh my God, I am so sorry,” she said. “I totally thought you were someone else.”
 The boy turned his head and looked at her. His eyes were red from crying, his cheeks were red from hitting the ground, and snot was dripping from his nose. “You thought I was someone you needed to kick in the back?”
 “Um,” she started. “I thought you were someone I needed to kick in the head. But then I switched to the back at the last second.”
 He pushed himself up to a sitting position and wiped his nose on his sleeve. The sleeve of a St. Andrews’ School blazer. “Oh crap,” she said. “I know you.” It was Tyler McEwan. How long ago had she stood at field hockey practice and stared as he ran by with his football teammates? It seemed like a hundred years ago. She’d still had a mom. She hadn’t been The Bluebird. It was a different life. Someone else’s life.
 Julie, who underwent punishing combat training night after night, had never paid much attention to or been particularly impressed by the athletic feats of the boys, but Tyler was a St. Andrew’s celebrity. And so she’d stared at him on the athletic fields. She looked back at the version of herself who had done that and just felt ridiculous. She’d been a child. The idea that she’d ever been impressed by someone’s prep school celebrity status struck her as contemptibly stupid.
 He looked at her, and she saw recognition dawn in his eyes. “You’re the missing girl. Julie. Right?”
 “That’s me,” Julie said. She’d blown her cover as soon as she swung around the obelisk; it seemed dumb to try to maintain it now. Especially since he’d eventually be shown a picture and be able to identify her.
 “So why are you missing?” he asked. “And attacking people?”
 “Well, I’m not missing. I’m right here. I’m just not letting people find me. And that’s because my mom was murdered, and the people who killed her are trying to kill me. So it’s made me a little jumpy. Sorry again about the kick.”
 “These things happen,” he said, smiling.
 “Really?” Julie asked. “You’ve had this happen before?”
 He rolled his eyes. “Of course not. I was making a joke.”
 Julie felt stupid and embarrassed. “Well. I said I was sorry. I guess I should go. Just one more thing I’ve messed up recently.”
 “I know how that feels,” he said.
 “Really? Or are you making a joke again?”
 “Really. I mean, I can’t seem to do my homework, I’m not interested in graduating, and whenever Dad notices me, it’s to tell me how worthless I am.”
 “What about your mom?”
 “Well, she’s here. That’s why I’m here. You know? I mean, I know she’s not here, but I just feel kind of lost without her, and I was hoping for some kind of… I don’t know. It’s stupid.”
 “I don’t think it’s stupid. That’s why I’m here too.”
 He looked at her. “Your mom’s here?”
 Julie sighed. “Well. I thought she might be. I mean. She’s — her body’s here. Planted down there at the bottom of the hill. I thought I might, like, get an idea of what she wants me to do if I was closer to her body.”
 “And did it work?”
 Julie looked at him to see if he was making fun of her. His brown eyes looked sincere, like he was really asking her the question and not just setting her up to make fun of her.
 “Well. I got kind of distracted when I thought someone was going to kill me. So I didn’t get a chance to really focus. But no. I mean, it’s not like I can hear her voice going, ‘Leave town!’ or ‘Save the city, sweetie!’”
 Tyler looked at her quizzically. “Save the city from what?”
 Annoyed, Julie snapped, “From the Syndicate, obviously!”
 Tyler laughed out loud. “There’s no such thing as the Syndicate. It’s a myth parents tell their kids to make them behave.” Julie saw the smug expression on his face and thought seriously about how the base of her palm hitting his smug forehead would snap his head back against the tombstone he was leaning against and probably knock him out or at least stun him, and then she could spit in his face and tell him how stupid he was.
 And then she took three deep breaths and said quietly, “I know for a fact that they’re real. I was kidnapped and taken to one of their whorehouses. I’ve seen the Packards on the street. I’ve seen the enforcers beating the oilers senseless for a ten shilling debt. They are real. You know what’s not real? The world I lived in at St. Andrew’s prep, where there are coming-out parties and cotillions and parents go to galas and cocktail parties and we don’t look out the tinted windows of our limos long enough to see the suffering around us. That’s what’s not real. The whole world you live in, where anybody cares about prep school football instead of staying alive and putting food on the table tomorrow.”
 Tyler’s eyes blazed with anger. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”
 “Don’t I? Why don’t you take a walk through Pollock Hills tonight? I’ll meet you at Fraser Estates. And then we’ll see which world is real. And I don’t mean having your driver take you there. I mean take the subway with the real people and walk through the streets feeling the same fear as everybody else.”
 Tyler’s face flushed, and he stood. His obvious intention to make an angry exit was undermined as he winced at the pain between his shoulder blades. “You are a real piece of work. You come here and kick the crap out of me and then yell at me about how I’m stupid. And all I wanted to do was think about my mom for a few quiet minutes. You know? No. I’m sure you don’t. Because you obviously think kicking the crap out of people and yelling in their faces is going to make your mom come back. Well guess what? Nothing will make her come back. Ever! All your tears, all your begging, all your visits to the cemetery will never ever bring her back and it will never ever stop hurting!” And now he was crying. Tyler McEwan, star footballer, ladykiller, boy who could have easily been head boy at St. Andrews if cool kids ever became head boy, was here at the graveyard crying over his mommy.
 Before she knew what she was doing, Julie placed a hand on his arm. He didn’t shrug it away. “I’m sorry,” she said, then felt the need to clarify: she didn’t regret a single thing she’d said to him. “I’m sorry about your mom.”
 Regaining his composure, he wiped his tears away with the back of his sleeve and glared at her. “Thanks,” he whispered. “Three years. I thought it would get easier. But everything sucks since she died. And it never stops sucking.”
 “I know,” Julie said. “I know. I mean, it hasn’t been that long for me, but still. I feel like a bomb went off in my life, and I’m never going to be able to put all the pieces back together.” And, she thought but didn’t say, at least I get to punch and kick people and lash out at the sick ugly world that took two mothers from me. What would it be like if she couldn’t do that? How would she ever get out of bed and go to school and pretend like anything else in life mattered?
 “Sometimes,” Tyler said, “when I’m here, it’s not like… I never hear her voice or anything, but I think just because there’s nothing else to think about, I can remember stuff about her better here, so I feel a little closer to her.”
 “Yeah. Well, I can’t exactly make regular visits. They’re looking for me, and they’ll look for me especially hard here, and if they find me, they’ll kill me.”
 She could see the pity in his eyes and wanted to slap it out. “Do you really believe that?” he said. He didn’t have to add “you poor, deluded girl?”
 “It doesn’t matter if I believe it or not,” Julie said. “It’s true. Listen. I gotta go. I’ve been here too long already. I’ll be at Fraser Estates tonight if you actually want to see what the city you live in is really like. If not, maybe I’ll see you around.”
 She pulled at her coveralls, unsnapping them down the front. She enjoyed the look of shock on Tyler’s face. He clearly thought she was getting naked right here. She stepped out of the coveralls and pulled her hood over her face. She was The Bluebird again, and she felt like herself.
 “Seeya,” she said to Tyler and jumped straight up into the sky, flying as high as she could so she’d be out of arrow range before flying away from the cemetery in an erratic, zig-zagging path. It probably didn’t look very impressive from the ground, but she’d be much harder to shoot this way.
 She heard a crackle in her right ear. “Anthony to Bluebird. Anthony to Bluebird. Come in Bluebird.”
 “Hey Anthony,” she answered. “What’s going on?”
 “Are you coming tonight? For training?”
 “I wouldn’t miss it,” she said, smiling.
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A Visitor Calls

The late afternoon sun was setting over Pollock Hills. The wind shifted, and the malty smell of the breweries gave way to the salty, fishy smell of the sea. “Again!” Julie said. Anthony swung the broom handle at her. And missed, smacking the roof. Since Julie hadn’t managed to catch the broom handle in the air and use its leverage to toss Anthony on his butt, this had to count as a victory for him.
 “Nice!” Julie said. Anthony beamed. And Julie was so caught up in his smile that she almost didn’t hear the other broom handle whistling through the air headed for her head. She shot a hand up, caught the broom handle, and gave it a twist.
 “Gaah!” Kendra shouted as she fell on her butt.
 “Good one,” Julie said. “You’re learning not to fight fair. You really almost had me.”
 Kendra clambered to her feet, rubbing her right butt cheek. “Yeah, well, that doesn’t make my butt hurt any less.”
 Julie looked for hatred in Kendra’s eyes, but she didn’t see any.
 “One more time,” Julie said, and again the broom handles came flying through the air at her, and again she dodged but couldn’t grab. “Good! Work together if there are two of you. Press any advantage you have mercilessly. Your enemies won’t fight fair so you shouldn’t either.”
 You idiot, Julie thought to herself. Mom’s not at the graveyard. Her voice is coming out of your mouth every time you talk when you’re running this training.
 A crack accompanied by a sharp pain in her knee brought her out of her reverie. “You got distracted,” Kendra said, then continued, mocking Julie’s voice that was imitating Sonia’s voice, “I don’t care what else is happening in your life. If you get distracted during combat, it’ll be the last thing you ever think of.”
 Julie laughed through the pain. “Well, you finally got to hit me,” she said, rubbing the side of her knee where the broom handle had hit. That was definitely going to leave a bruise. “How’s it feel?”
 “It feels great,” Kendra said. She was smiling, but Julie could tell she was serious too.
 “Good,” Julie said. While Kendra preened, Julie snatched the broom handle, easily yanking it from Kendra’s hand. Rather than swinging it through the air, she shoved it at Kendra, poking her in the stomach and provoking a loud “oof!”
 “You can celebrate on your enemy’s grave,” Julie said. “Otherwise you simply prepare for the next blow.”
 She remembered Mom saying that to her after the first time Julie had hit her. And Julie had jumped for joy, and Mom had cut her legs out from under her.
 She’d thought it impossibly cruel that Mom had ruined her celebration, and she saw that same resentment on Kendra’s face right now. “I know you think I’m the worst person on earth right now, or that I’m jealous and mean and hit you because I couldn’t stand the fact that you got the better of me. But really — you celebrate like that against a syndicate enforcer and you’ll lose a kneecap. Now let’s — ”
 The sound of a commotion in the courtyard broke Julie’s train of thought. Anthony ran to the edge of the roof and looked down. “They’re gonna beat up some rich kid!” he yelled back.
 Julie went running to the edge of the roof. Looking down on the courtyard, she saw Tyler, still dressed in his stupid St. Andrew’s Prep blazer, walking into the courtyard while crowds of oilers, dealers, and bored Estates kids jeered at him.
 “Idiot,” Julie said under her breath. Then to Anthony, “I’ll be right back.”
 She took flight, heading up into the sky and then down so she wouldn’t appear to be coming from the roof. She swooped down and landed lightly on her feet next to Tyler. As soon as her feet touched the pavement, the jeers fell silent.
 “Nice place,” Tyler said. He was trying really hard not to look scared, but he wasn’t succeeding. He looked like he might actually wet his pants. For some weird reason, it was cute.
 “I like it,” Julie said. “So what do you think of reality?”
 “I think it sucks. I want my limo back,” Tyler said. He forced out a dry laugh, but he was way more than half serious.
 “Come on,” Julie said. “I want you to meet my friends.”
 “You mean these aren’t them?” Tyler said, gesturing slightly toward the nearest crowd of oilers surrounding a beefy, tank-top-clad dealer.
 “I don’t bear them any ill will because they are victims like the rest of us.” Nice one, professor, Julie chided herself. “But no, they’re not my friends. This way.”
 She led him through the door in the corner of the courtyard and up the stairs to the roof. Kendra and Anthony were still standing there.
 “Kendra, Anthony, I’d like you to meet Tyler,” she said. Tyler extended his hand and Anthony shook it.
 Kendra smiled, shook Tyler’s hand and, still smiling, said, “Julie? Can I talk to you for just a second?”
 “Sure,” Julie said. She searched Kendra’s eyes for some hint of what was going on, but she got no clues. That was good. She’d have to remember to compliment her for that. Kendra walked out of earshot of the two boys and Julie followed.
 “Who the hell is this guy, and how do you know we can trust him?” Kendra said, brightly. Her face didn’t look in the least bit concerned. It wasn’t a combat skill, or not a physical combat skill anyway, but it was crucial.
 “You’re doing a great job of disguising what you’re saying,” Julie said.
 “Don’t patronize me,” Kendra trilled back. “I’ve been pretending things are fine when they aren’t for as long as I can remember.”
 “Great. Well, Tyler’s okay. We can trust him.”
 “Are you sure? What’s gonna happen if enforcers break down our door tonight?”
 “I’ll sleep over if it’ll make you feel better,” Julie said. “But he’s not going to lead enforcers here. He’s a pampered rich kid. He thinks the Syndicate is a myth that moms use to scare their kids.”
 Kendra’s composure broke for the first time. She looked completely puzzled.
 “No, really? Nobody doesn’t believe in the Syndicate. That’s like not believing in air.”
 “Ask him if you don’t believe me.”
 Kendra strolled over to Tyler and said, “So! See any enforcers on the way over?”
 Tyler smiled. “Ooh, the scary enforcers in their — what is it? Packards? No. I didn’t see them, or the boogeyman, or the tooth fairy either.”
 Kendra turned her head, shooting Julie an “is this guy for real?” look. Julie shrugged.
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What They Saw and What Was Revealed

They only trained for a few more minutes after that. Tyler declined the offer to participate, so he just sat there and watched. Julie felt self-conscious, and Kendra landed two punches on her.
 The second time, Julie paused to praise Kendra’s speed and skill, and Kendra leapt at her, tackling her and knocking her flat on her back. “Bring him every night,” Kendra whispered in Julie’s face. “This is way more fun when he’s here.”
 Julie kicked out of the pin and sprang to her feet, sending Kendra sprawling on the roof. “I think that’s enough for tonight,” Julie said.
 “Aw, come on,” Anthony said.
 “Yeah,” Kendra said with a wicked grin. “This is just getting good!”
 “It’s getting dark, guys. And I think Tyler probably needs to get home before the entire New Eddy police force comes looking for him.”
 Kendra snorted. “Come on. When’s the last time you heard of the police coming to the Estates?”
 “When’s the last time the mayor’s son was here?” Julie shot back.
 Kendra and Anthony looked wide-eyed at Tyler, who shrugged.
 “He’s kind of a jerk,” Tyler said. “I mean, I’m not like him.”
 “I don’t think you need to tell anybody else here about having a complicated relationship with your parents,” Julie said. “Come on, I’ll walk you home.” Kendra and Anthony turned to walk away. “I’ll check on you later,” she said.
 “Save it, hero,” Kendra said. “You’ve obviously got other things on your mind.” Kendra and Anthony headed toward the access door. Anthony turned and waved at Julie, smiling. Julie waved back.
 “Well,” she said to Tyler, “you ready? I’ll walk you to the subway, anyway.”
 “I don’t really need an escort,” Tyler said, but she could hear the fear in his voice.
 Trying to spare his pride, Julie said, “Maybe I just want to spend time with you.” Then she blushed and felt stupid. She’d said too much.
 Tyler grinned, back on his game. He wasn’t used to walking through the worst parts of town, but girls throwing themselves at him? Yeah, he was obviously used to that.
 “Cool,” he said. They descended through the filthy, graffitti-covered stairwell. It reeked of sweat and old urine, and the walls were blackened with the residue of oil smoke.
 “God,” Tyler said. “How do people live like this?”
 Julie looked at him. “What choice do they have?”
 “Well. I mean. They could get a job. They could stop doing oil. They don’t have to live here.”
 Julie saw red. “What kind of job do you want Anthony to get?” she asked. “He doesn’t smoke oil, as you probably could have gathered by the fact that he can unleash a high kick six inches over his head and nearly knock my block off. But not too many places are hiring 12-year-olds these days. Is it his fault that he has to live here?”
 Tyler didn’t say anything. They reached the fire door to the courtyard and stepped out. The dealers were still holding court, as they seemed to do pretty much all day, and the crowds of desperate oilers were growing. Julie remembered the itch tearing at her brain after one small dose of oil. She couldn’t imagine how bad it would be after regular oiling with ever-growing doses.
 They hadn’t taken fifteen steps into the courtyard before a small crowd of oilers began walking toward them. “Hey!” one of them said. “Mister prep school! Here for some oil and a trashy piece? You could share both! Come on, man, I got the itch. Don’t make me take it from you.”
 Julie turned to Tyler, whispered, “Sorry about this,” and pulled her hood over her head. “Who the hell are you calling a trashy piece?” she barked. She watched the recognition dawn in the oilers’ faces. The rest backed off, leaving the one who’d been speaking standing alone.
 “Sorry, Miss,” he said. “I didn’t know it was you.”
 “I know,” Julie said. “And I know what the itch does to you. We’re all suffering. Don’t make it worse.”
 “Yes, Miss,” he said, turning and all but running away.
 “Holy crap,” Tyler said. “They really respect you.”
 “They’re afraid of me. It’s not the same thing, but it’ll have to do for now,” Julie said.
 They made it to the street without further incident, though Julie was sure someone had already made a phone call to the Syndicate. She knew the residents of the Estates, even the oilers, appreciated how she’d helped them drive the enforcers out, but she also knew that the prospect of quieting the itch with one phone call would be all the motivation most of them would need to turn her in.
 “We need to hurry,” Julie said. “I can probably carry you part of the way.”
 “Carry me? What the hell are you talking about? Why?”
 “Because. The enforcers will be here looking for me. And they’ll probably send a lot of them. They’ll be heavily armed and it could get really ugly. It’s not a fight I really feel like having right now.”
 She turned her head and heard the telltale growl of a Packard motor. “Too late,” she said. She wrapped her arms around Tyler and, struggling with the additional weight, she flew up the elevator shaft of Somerville’s Folly, with Tyler protesting the whole way. “What the hell are you doing?” he said, squirming in her arms. “You’re gonna get us killed!”
 
  “Okay, you have to shut up now,” Julie said.

 When they landed in the penthouse, they looked down on the street. But twenty stories down in the darkness, it was nearly impossible to see what was happening if you didn’t know what you were looking for. So when a bunch of headlights stopped on the street and winked out, Julie knew it was a fleet of Packards pulling up outside the Estates. She imagined the enforcers all hopping out of the Packards with guns drawn, but she couldn’t see or hear anything from this high up.
 She saw tiny lights sweeping the street and the alleys. She knew the enforcers were shining flashlights into windows and dumpsters, kicking over garbage cans. They were not trying to sneak up on anyone. They were trying to send a message to the Estates and to the Hills about who was really in charge. Julie looked at Tyler. “So, anything you want to ask Santa Claus?”
 Tyler looked at her, then down at the street. “I don’t… I’m not trying to be mean, but I just see some lights. Could be anything. Probably the police.”
 Julie ground her teeth. If there were a way to do it without getting them both hurt, she’d take Tyler right down there to talk to the enforcers himself.
 “The police don’t come here. They know better. This part of town is controlled by the Syndicate.” Actually, the whole city is controlled by the Syndicate. It’s just that they don’t mind being obvious about it in the Hills. Your dad’s just a puppet. She ached to tell him, but she knew he’d just get furious and not believe her. He was going to have to find out for himself somehow.
 Tyler looked at her. “I don’t really want to talk about it,” he said. “It’s nice up here. I mean, for an abandoned half-built building. The view is beautiful.” They stared out at the lights of downtown and the blackness of the harbor beyond. Julie tried not to keep staring down at the events happening at the Estates. She snuck a peek and saw the lights begin to depart. So this had just been a warning shot rather than a full-blown attempt to retake the Estates. But that was coming. She pried her eyes back to downtown.
 “When I was a kid,” Tyler finally said, “my mom used to take me up to the top of the Hume Tower to look at the view. And she would tell me stories about all the places we could see. We’d look at the big tanker ships, and she’d tell how they were coming from the old country, or how they were bound for the other side of the world…” He put his head in his hands. “Ugh. I just. The only person who would tell me the truth was Mom. If I go home and say anything to Dad, it’ll just be a big fight with him lying, and I could have… I could have gone to Mom to ask her. You know? I just miss her so much. Most of the time I just don’t think about it, but like now it’s just… nobody else can take her place. Nobody else cares about me, nobody else wants to even be around me. And she’s never coming back.” At this, he started to cry. “She’s never coming back,” he whispered. Sobs shook his shoulders, and Julie put a hand on his back.
 “I know,” she said as her own tears started to blur her vision. “I know.”
 They didn’t speak for a full minute. She rubbed his back and looked out on New Edinburgh.
 And then a voice in her ear said,“So, are you kissing?”
 “Anthony!” Julie said. She must have left her comlink on. “No! Not that it’s any of your business. Go to bed!”
 “You sound like Kendra,” he said.
 “I’m turning my comlink off,” Julie said. “Good night, Anthony. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 “Good — ” Anthony started, but Julie touched the button at her ear and cut him off.
 Tyler was staring at her. “Sorry,” she said. “I… the kid was… when my mom used to go out, I would keep in radio contact. So I gave Anthony the other end of the comlink, but I’m not really used to using it yet, so I don’t always…” Stop babbling, she told herself. You sound ridiculous. “You know what?” she said, forcing a smile, “Forget it. You ready to go home?”
 “Yeah,” Tyler said. “Thanks for listening to me. Sorry to be such a baby in front of you. You must think I’m pretty weak.”
 “I think you’re a kid who misses his mom. Like me,” she said. They stood, and Julie wrapped her arms around him again. This time, though, before she could take off, Tyler turned and kissed her.
 She was ready for any combat situation, but not this. “Kiss him back,” a voice in her head said, but she didn’t know how to do that. She’d be much better at knocking him senseless. Which was pretty much what he’d just done to her, using only his lips as a weapon.
 She did her best. She puckered her lips, and then parted them as his tongue darted into her mouth. The entire world fell away, or, rather, compressed itself into the tiny space occupied by their mouths.
 She didn’t know how long they kissed. Or how long they might have kissed if Tyler hadn’t slid his hand up the side of her uniform and reached for her left breast.
 His clumsy grope broke the spell. Julie pulled her mouth away from his, and his hand quickly dropped to his side. “I’ll get you to the subway,” she said.
 Tyler didn’t say anything as he rode through the air in her arms, and when they alit next to the subway entrance, he started walking down the stairs, then turned. “I want to see you again,” he said.
 “Well,” Julie said, “you know where to find me.”
 He turned and trudged down into the station, and Julie flew away.
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A Safe Place

Julie touched down in Potterrow Cemetery. And she remembered flying away from here with Howard trying to stop her, and she felt bad. She walked to his back door.
 “Hello?” she called inside.
 “Hey,” Gerber said in a flat voice.
 “Can I come in?”
 “That hasn’t changed,” he said, though his voice kind of suggested that it had. Closing the door behind her, Julie crept in and found Gerber sitting in his favorite chair. The hot shot was on the mantel behind his head. He was staring at his hands.
 “Hey,” she said.
 “Hey,” he answered.
 “So. I’m sorry.”
 Gerber didn’t look at her and didn’t say anything for a long time. “Was it worth it? Did you find what you were looking for?”
 A boy she could talk to? Someone who understood her? Her first kiss? She hadn’t been looking for any of those things, but she was pretty happy to have found them. But she didn’t want to tell Gerber. He’d be just like Kendra, asking all kinds of questions. And this was just hers. She couldn’t answer any questions; she had too many of her own.
 “I didn’t hear her voice or anything. I guess it was pretty stupid. And dangerous. You were right about all that.”
 “I mean, I’m not your dad or anything. I don’t have any right to tell you what to do. I just. I haven’t had a friend in such a long time. When I was on the oil I drove them all away. And then your mom… I mean, it was a connection, and it was certainly love on my part, but I don’t think we were friends. Not really. And you made me feel like maybe I could do something with my life besides just hide in here until I die and they plant me forever. Did you know I got a free plot after five years of service to the cemetery?”
 “I didn’t know that,” Julie said.
 “Well. Yeah. I guess I’m just afraid you don’t get how dangerous everything is, how big a target there is on your head. I just don’t want you to throw your life away on something dumb.”
 “Neither do I,” Julie said.
 “Well,” Howard said. “Tomorrow night I’m gonna risk my life digging corpses out of the peat, so I can’t very well tell you not to risk yours. But I guess I wonder if all the other metas had the right idea. You know? This place is sick and evil and corrupt. There must be a better place somewhere else. Maybe you should just fly down to their shiny headquarters in New Amsterdam and join up.”
 Julie thought about the girls terrified and cowering in the basement of the club before she’d freed them. She thought about Kendra and Anthony living in fear. She thought about her mom’s body, burned to a crisp.
 “I mean. I guess it would be nice not to have to see all this stuff. Not to be — like, I see her everywhere, you know? I think I always will. This is her city. And it’s hard to be here, but Mom felt like this city was worth fighting for. She didn’t move us away. She taught me to fight. I feel like I’d be spitting on her grave if I gave up and left like the rest of them. She wasn’t even a meta and she fought for this city. It’s the least I can do.”
 Gerber sighed, smiled, and rose from his chair. “Well, you certainly are her daughter. Biology be damned. Those could have been her words coming out of your mouth. You want some dinner?”
 “Yeah,” Julie said. “I’d like that.”
 The next day on the roof, she set Anthony some conditioning drills while she sparred with Kendra, who was getting stronger and more dangerous every day.
 Julie knew she could no longer afford to look away from Kendra for even a second during combat, but whenever they took a break, she peered into the courtyard. There were the usual collection of oilers and dealers, but nobody in a prep school jacket.
 “You think he’s coming back?” Kendra said.
 “I don’t know,” Julie said. “He said he wanted to see me again.” After he kissed me. She really wanted to tell Kendra, but she was afraid Kendra would snap at her and tell her she was stupid. And once she told, that moment wouldn’t belong just to her anymore. It would be in Kendra’s head too, and Julie wanted it all for herself.
 Kendra answered, “Yeah. Well, boys say a lot of things. Come on. We’ve got another hour of daylight, and I owe you a couple of bruises.”
 Tyler did not show up.
 He didn’t show up the next day either. Well, Julie thought, he is the mayor’s son. It’s probably hard for him to sneak off whenever he wants. Plus he’s got practices and stuff after school on most school days, so it’s really not surprising that he’s busy. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to see you.
 She wasn’t sure she believed it. And she was mad at herself for caring. She wasn’t fazed by big guys with guns trying to kill her, but one good-looking boy with soft lips had gotten under her skin. Idiot.
 “Hey,” Anthony said as he walked to the edge of the roof, tired, sweaty, and sore. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Can we do an extended session?”
 “Yeah,” Julie said. “If you want. Kendra?”
 “I’m in,” she said. “I’m not gonna sit in the house and watch bad movies on TV and listen to the beatings outside.”
 “What about inside?” Julie asked as she and Kendra fell back while Anthony raced down the stairs.
 “None of your business,” Kendra said. “But I know how to do a leg sweep now.” She smiled.
 The next morning, Julie arrived on the roof and found only Anthony and Kendra again. Gray clouds were rolling in over downtown, borne on a cold wind that was, they all knew, the first breath of the approaching winter.
 “Looks like it’s gonna rain,”Anthony said.
 “Yeah,” Julie said. “I know somewhere we can train inside if you want.”
 “Where?” Kendra said.
 “My, uh, hideout or whatever. I mean, the real one, not the… sometimes I hide up in the penthouse over there,” she cocked a thumb at Somerville’s Folly, “but I mean the real hideout, created by a real hero.” Well. And paid for with Kendra and Anthony’s mom’s body and addiction, she thought, but didn’t say. Maybe this would be a better way to atone for the Rookery’s immoral origins than simply abandoning it. “It was my mom’s… secret place.” She blushed. She wasn’t sure why. Kendra and Anthony just looked at her. She felt stupid. You didn’t invite people to your hideout. But it felt important. If some of the Syndicate’s victims were able to use it, maybe it wouldn’t be so very bad to have it. Maybe Julie could keep it.
 Anthony’s face split in the widest grin she’d ever seen on him. “Really?” he said. “You’d take us to your secret lair?”
 Julie laughed. “She always thought that word was pretentious. And then she named it The Rookery.” Why did the memory of an annoying quirk like that make Julie miss her so much? She paused, then moved on before she could get too sad. “So yeah. It’s kind of cold and dark, but at least it’s inside.” She checked Kendra’s face but couldn’t read it. “Do you want to come?” she said to Kendra.
 Kendra took a deep breath, closed her eyes, then opened them again. “You know this means you’re trusting us with your life?” she asked.
 “Well, yeah,” Julie said. “I trust you.”
 “With all the sickness and evil and horror all around us, you trust us to not go running to the enforcers and tell them where to find you? We’d probably make enough to move out of here.”
 Julie looked into Kendra’s eyes. “You’re my friend. You wouldn’t do that to me. You’re not sick and evil. And, yeah. I mean, I can’t do this alone. I need my friends to help me.”
 Kendra smiled. “Then let’s go.”
 She gave them subway fare and directions to the three-decker by the Woodland Hills station. She flew there and met them in the back yard. They slipped through the fence and walked to the chapel, and she showed them how to roll under the pew in the third row and trigger the spring-loaded door.
 Anthony couldn’t even speak. He looked totally overwhelmed, like he might burst from happiness.
 Down the corridor they walked, and Julie showed them the combination of panels to press to access The Rookery.
 “I want you guys to know that you can always come here. If you need a place to hide, whatever. This is a safe place.”
 They walked in, and Julie gave them a tour. Kendra was mostly silent, while Anthony couldn’t stop talking. “Oh my God, this is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen. A real hero lai — I mean hideout! Where’s the car? Is there a car? Didn’t Red T — your mom have a car?”
 “I wrecked it. There’s a motorcycle, but I don’t really use it.”
 “Why not?” Anthony was incredulous that anyone would have access to a motorcycle and not use it.
 “She can fly, idiot,” Kendra said.
 “Oh. Yeah. That.” When they came to the Taloncycle, Anthony was dumbstruck. He spent a solid five minutes walking around and around it, stroking the red and black fuel tank and peeking into the chrome exhaust pipes.
 Julie and Kendra looked at him, then at each other. They rolled their eyes and looked back at Anthony. Finally, Julie said, “Come on. I’ll show you the armory.”
 Julie didn’t usually go into the armory. The various Red Talon costumes standing on the mannequins made her feel Mom’s absence a little too strongly. But she knew Anthony would love it.
 And so he did, though not for the reason Julie expected. He didn’t circle and stroke the Red Talon costumes — instead he went straight for the gadgets. “Whoa!” he said, picking up The Talon, a gun-like gadget Mom had tucked into her utility belt. “What is it?”
 “It’s. She called it The Talon. I don’t… I only… she never got a chance to train me on it. I don’t really know what it does. That thing to the left is the mini silent scream, though. The big one was mounted on the car. It sends out a wave of sound so powerful it’ll knock just about anybody down.”
 “Cool,” Anthony said. “What about this one?”
 “Grappling gun,” she said. “I don’t really need it. But Mom used it to get up the sides of buildings.”
 Julie felt a wave of sadness coming, and suddenly she had to get out of here before it broke and crashed over her.
 “Okay,” she said. “We’ve got a lot of work to do. Let’s get to it.”
 With the use of the full training studio with the dummies and the staves and clubs, they were able to accomplish more than they might have in a week on the roof.
 When it was lunchtime, Julie led them to the kitchen. “So this is the bad thing about this place. The only stuff we have to eat is dehydrated or packed in airtight pouches they made for the military. It’s not very tasty.”
 “It’s food,” Kendra said. “When your dad drinks up all the money, you skip a lot of meals. We’re not picky.”
 “You say that now,” Julie said. “Wait till you taste it.”
 They wound up eating some kind of stew from metal pouches with military markings. It was not good.
 “You’re right,” Kendra said. “It’s a little tough to take.”
 “Told you,” Julie said.
 They looked across the table at Anthony, who was scraping the last bits of stew from his bowl. He looked across at their half-eaten bowls. “Are you guys gonna finish those?” he said.
 After lunch they sat in the media room, and Julie reflected on how much nicer and less awful the Rookery seemed when there were other people in it. “We should train here all the time,” Anthony said. “I mean, in the winter, anyway. It’s not like we can train on an icy roof.”
 Julie thought of the hours she’d spent shivering outside begging Mom to train inside, and Mom’s hard response: “How can you be ready to fight in all conditions if you don’t train in all conditions? Twenty pushups, and you’ll get fifty more for the next complaint.”
 “Yeah. You’re right,” Julie said. “It’s okay with me. Oh. Except… um.”
 “Except she’s worried she won’t see her boyfriend again,” Kendra said.
 “He’s not my boyfriend,” Julie said.
 “Mmm. Well, he’s not going to come back to the Estates if he can help it. I wouldn’t go back to the Estates if I didn’t have to.”
 Julie was getting mad. What the hell did Kendra know anyway? He might come back. And if he didn’t find her there, if she was not around to protect him, he might get hurt. And she’d never see him again.
 “Isn’t he a footballer?” Anthony said.
 “Yeah. So?” Julie said.
 “So it’s Saturday afternoon. He’ll be at the match.”
 And then you can tell him not to go back to the Estates. “Well, I should probably just go and tell him not to go to the Estates,” Julie said.
 “Yeah. Because he’d probably head right there after the match,” Kendra said sarcastically.
 “Okay. I’ll be back. You’ll need to let your food digest before we start the afternoon session anyway.”
 “It’s really touching how you’re thinking of us,” Kendra said. Then she cracked a smile. “Good luck,” she said.
 “Thanks,” Julie said.
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The Football Match, and What Came After

She needed a disguise. She rooted through the closet and came to a tough conclusion. The best way to blend in at the football match would be in a St. Andrew’s uniform. But she’d given Kendra her uniform, and all the other ones she had were at home. But she did have the PE uniforms: in grey sweatpants and a white “St. Andrew’s Prep Physical Education” polo shirt, she might be able to pass for a field hockey player who’d just come from practice. It would have to do.
 She’d have to avoid seeing anybody else she knew. A blonde wig and sunglasses would probably fool most people who didn’t know her well. And since Morag was the only person at St. Andrew’s she’d ever had a real conversation with, and Morag would never go to a football match, she should be fine.
 She couldn’t take the subway to the field, though. The Syndicate would still have an alert out for girls traveling alone, and although she knew she could fool a bunch of people whose attention was elsewhere, she wasn’t confident that the wig and glasses would get her past people looking especially for her.
 So she tucked her disguise in a bag and flew through town, landing on the St. Andrew’s Prep campus. A third-floor window in the Humanities building was open, so, looking around for security guards or other students and seeing none, she zipped up and through the window.
 Mr. Sokatch’s history classroom. The radiator knocked, and even with the window open it was probably eighty degrees in here. She slipped her uniform and disguise over her costume and headed into the hallway.
 It felt incredibly strange to be in the hallway at St. Andrew’s Prep. She felt like a ghost. The last time she was here, she had a completely different life. Most days she felt like she had so much to do and think about that she didn’t have time to miss this life. She missed Mom, sure, but she never thought much about the whole life they’d lived. The nice house, the regular schedule of going to school, and, best of all, not knowing how deep the sickness went in this city and not feeling she was solely responsible for fixing it.
 She felt tears coming, right atop the ache in her stomach that accompanied the longing for a life she’d never get back. Taking a deep breath, she pushed everything down and tried to look and act the part of one of her blonde schoolmates who was only here to watch the cute boys on the football team.
 She supposed that, except for the blonde part, she wasn’t actually that far off.
 She walked out of the Humanities building and into a cold rain. Stupid, Julie told herself. This is a lot of trouble to go to just to be humiliated. Well, she was already wet. It wasn’t like leaving now would make her any drier. Heading into the stands, she saw that the rain had emptied them of all but the most diehard fans. This reduced the chance that she’d be recognized by someone she knew, but it also meant she’d stand out more. She couldn’t risk sitting in close with the crowd, so she walked quickly to the top row of seats. She was behind two rows of supporters of Selkirk Academy who would have no idea that she wasn’t really a blonde St. Andrew’s student.
 Tyler was easy to pick out: he was the one who kept breaking free down the right side and passing it across the goal. Unfortunately he was faster than most of his teammates, so there wasn’t always a teammate in position to receive the cross. Still, Julie was impressed every time he broke away. Though at least two players would close on him and try to get the ball, he almost always found a way to get through them. It wasn’t like fighting through a crowd of Syndicate enforcers, but it did show some combat instincts that Julie appreciated. From a purely professional standpoint.
 The referee blew the whistle four times, and Julie guessed by the heavy way the St. Andrew’s team walked off the field that they had lost. She was getting cold. She couldn’t really see waiting in the cold rain outside the boys’ locker room like some kind of puppy dog, so she had to get to him before he left the pitch.
 She nudged her way through the crowd of happy Selkirk Academy supporters and onto the pitch. She felt terribly exposed here, with the stands rising above her. Mom had always taught her to command the high ground whenever possible. If anyone wanted to take a shot at her, she’d be a very easy target right now. But she didn’t look like herself, she reminded herself. And she was hardly the only girl on the pitch right now.
 Scanning the stands constantly, heart pounding, she tried to look like she wasn’t scanning the stands constantly. The sunglasses helped. Even if they did probably look stupid on a cloudy, rainy day.
 Tyler was at the edge of the pitch trudging toward the locker room, his hair hanging lank and wet to his shoulders and mud splattering his legs.
 “Tyler,” she called out.
 He turned around and looked puzzled. He didn’t recognize her. So maybe her disguise was okay after all. “We met the other day,” she said. “At the cemetery.”
 His eyes lit up, and he smiled at her. “Hey,” he said. “Good to see you. I haven’t been able to get away, with practice and everything, and I don’t exactly have your number. But I… really. I’m glad you came. Sorry it was such a bad game.”
 Julie wouldn’t really know a good game from a bad game, but she didn’t think she should tell him that. “No big deal,” she said. “I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I would stop by.” Yeah. I just happened to be hanging around in a disguise, so I thought I’d make use of it. She wished she could smack herself for her stupidity.
 “I’m glad you did. Listen, can you wait about five minutes so I can get slightly less disgusting, and maybe we can take a walk? I only live like three blocks from here.”
 “Yeah, I know,” Julie said.
 “Right,” Tyler answered, his face reddening. “Mayor’s mansion. Everybody knows where it is.”
 Julie gave a nervous, awkward laugh that sounded so stupid that she really wished it were physically possible for her to kick herself in the teeth. “I’ll wait over in the Humanities building so I don’t have to stand in the cold rain.”
 “Great,” Tyler said. Julie ducked into the foyer of the Humanities building, and Tyler arrived six minutes later. His hair was still wet — Julie assumed from the shower and not the rain — but his clothes weren’t gross and muddy.
 “Shall we?” he asked.
 “Certainly,” Julie said. They walked about half a block in silence as Julie wracked her brain trying to find something to say but found nothing. Finally she came up with, “So, uh, does your dad ever come to your games?”
 “Are you kidding?” he sneered. “His Honor is way too busy with the business of running New Edinburgh to bother with something as trivial as a football match. My mom was always my big football supporter. And now I… whenever I have a great game — they do happen, despite what you may have seen today — it’s kind of bittersweet. Because Mom’s not here to see it. You know?”
 Did she ever. Of course, she had made such a mess of things that as much as she wished Mom were around to be proud of her, she was relieved sometimes that Mom wasn’t around to be terribly disappointed in her, to see how far she’d fallen short of what Mom wanted her to be. Of what she wanted herself to be. “Yeah. I do know that.”
 They walked a few more steps in silence. Julie could see the Mayor’s Mansion looming a block and a half away. Say something, she said to herself. Don’t waste this time. But nothing was working in her brain. She just kept thinking about the kiss and wondering if it was going to happen again.
 Tyler asked, “Do you… how long are you going to stay missing? Or, in hiding, or whatever?”
 What a weird question. She saw this as her new life, and Tyler saw it as an interruption. Like she was going to come to her senses and start going to class at St. Andrew’s again.
 “I mean. Forever, I guess,” Julie answered.
 “So how’s a guy supposed to find you?” he asked. He reached out and grabbed her hand, and their fingers intertwined, and she felt a surge of warmth she hadn’t experienced since she’d been shot with Snake Oil. It was cold and gray and raining, and yet Tyler’s hand felt so warm in hers. And a current flowed from his touch up her arm to her brain, where it was clearly short-circuiting her speech center, her capacity for rational thought, and all of her… combat skills.
 She hadn’t even noticed the cars until they’d turned perpendicular to the road with one blocking their way in front, and another blocking their retreat behind. In her defense, they were Lincolns and not Packards. Her instinct was to fly away, straight upwards, but then she’d leave Tyler all alone. She could grab him and fly up, but the enforcers were already getting out of the Lincolns gun-first, and she couldn’t really see using him as a human shield.
 “Get down!” Julie barked at Tyler, shoving his back.
 He staggered, then found his feet. “Like hell!” he said. He went running up toward the driver of the car in front of them. “Do you know who I am?”
 The enforcer grinned. “That’s why we’re here,” he said. Leading with the pistol, he punched Tyler in the gut, and Tyler crumpled to the ground.
 Eight to one. Julie liked the odds. The guns were for show — they were essentially useless in close combat, since the enforcers would be more likely to shoot each other than her. She’d have to take care of the ones coming from behind before taking out the ones surrounding Tyler. She was still working the terrified schoolgirl act, shrieking and waiting for the hands coming from behind to grab her so she could use the enforcers’ weight and momentum against them.
 But the hands didn’t come. They didn’t know who she was. They were really here for Tyler. Two enforcers had him by his arms and legs and were lifting him into the trunk of their Lincoln. The ones in the rear were retreating into their car.
 Two on the far side, two on the near side. Julie sprang into action. Two quick, hard kicks and the Lincoln’s doors did her work for her, slamming into the enforcers trying to get back into the car, catching them in the heads and the shins. Knees would have been better, but nothing’s perfect. She leapt into the air and came down on the far side of the Lincoln, kicking the doors into the enforcers on this side who were now trying to get out to deal with her.
 The other car was starting, and she could hear Tyler shouting “Help! Help me!”
 Damn. She kicked the doors again and the enforcers groaned with pain. She wanted very badly to stay here and hurt these men some more, but she had to follow Tyler. She jumped into the sky. She heard a bang below and felt a sting in the back of her thigh.
 She cursed herself. She’d been so eager to follow Tyler that she’d turned her back on armed adversaries without making sure they were neutralized. Idiot. She hadn’t even taken an uneven flight pattern. She twisted around and looked at her leg. She didn’t appear to be gushing blood. She flexed her leg. Didn’t feel like a shattered femur. So she wasn’t going to bleed out and she didn’t need surgery. She had no idea how her leg was going to perform under combat stress, though. Damn. She couldn’t let Tyler down. After every other mistake she’d made, she wasn’t going to mess this up as well.
 She flew higher, keeping her eye on the Lincoln rolling through the city below. It didn’t seem to make any attempt to be discreet. The driver probably still thought he’d left Tyler’s scared little girlfriend screaming on the sidewalk. Well, he was in for a surprise.
 At Granite Avenue, she expected the Lincoln to turn left toward Leith and the docks. She pictured some filthy warehouse where Tyler would be tied to a chair with rats running by his feet and the smell of rot thick in the air. But the Lincoln turned right instead.
 Downtown? Well, she supposed it made sense. After all, the best place to hide a person would be somewhere surrounded by other people. The Lincoln crept straight up Patriot Avenue, headed for the Hume Tower.
 Julie watched as the Lincoln slowed, turned, and disappeared into the Hume Tower’s underground parking garage. She couldn’t fly down there and attack the Lincoln. Not with her leg untested and no idea who was down there. Great. Seventy floors, and he could be in any one of them. Well she knew where they were keeping him. Sort of. She had to go home and make a plan.
 Reluctantly she turned toward the Rookery. When she touched down on the floor of the bell tower, her leg stung but did not buckle.
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Not Again

“This is definitely gonna sting,” Gerber said. He poured the alcohol over the bullet wound in the back of Julie’s leg. It stung like crazy, but she didn’t want to squirm or cry out in front of Kendra and Anthony.
 “And this is going to sting even worse,” he said, picking up the tweezers. Or they looked like tweezers, anyway. They felt like knives of fire stabbing the back of her leg. Julie clenched her teeth and tried to focus on anything but the pain.
 “There you go,” Gerber said. He held a completely intact and somewhat bloody bullet in a paper towel.
 “On TV when they take a bullet out they always drop it into a little metal tray and it makes a really cool sound,” Anthony said.
 “Yeah, well, this being kind of an improvised surgery,” Gerber gestured around at his kitchen and down at Julie lying face down on the table “we do the best we can with what we have. Okay, Julie, this is going to sting again.”
 More alcohol in the wound, more stinging. And then Gerber applied a bandage, and Julie was finally able to drop off the table. “Lemme see it again,” she said. Gerber gave her the bullet. She pulled it from the paper towel and held it between her fingers. “It doesn’t really seem like much,” she said, holding it up and showing it around.
 “And yet if you’d been a couple feet lower it probably would have broken your femur and you’d be off your feet for weeks. No, I take it back. You’d have to go to the hospital, and then they’d kill you.” She could hear the anger in Gerber’s voice.
 “What did you want me to do?” Julie said. “Was I supposed to just stand by and do nothing while they kidnapped my friend?”
 Kendra and Anthony squirmed. “Uh, maybe we should go,” Kendra said.
 “No!” Julie said, still glaring at Gerber. Then she looked over at Kendra and Anthony. “I mean. I’m sorry.” She turned back to Gerber. “I’m sorry for yelling. I just feel so useless. I can’t do anything right.”
 “You’ve done a lot,” Gerber said. “And you inspired me. I, uh, went to work again last night.”
 “I just can’t stand that I let him down,” Julie said. “I let everybody down. First the oil factory, now this.”
 “What oil factory?” Kendra asked.
 Oops. Julie had forgotten that she was keeping that a secret from Kendra. Well, everything else was falling apart, so one more thing wouldn’t matter. “Yeah, I caused the crime wave,” Julie said. “I destroyed an oil processing facility. And so I drove up the price of oil, which made everybody commit more crimes, which made your lives worse, and I’m sorry.”
 Kendra stared at her, saying nothing, but Anthony piped up. “You destroyed an oil factory? By yourself? How many enforcers were there?”
 “Just one. They weren’t expecting to get hit.” Anthony’s face fell, so Julie quickly added, “But he had a tommy gun.”
 Anthony’s freckled face broke out in a delighted grin. “Did he shoot at you?”
 “Well, yeah. But he didn’t hit me. I guess I got lucky.” She looked at Kendra, who still hadn’t said anything. “So I guess you hate me,” she said.
 Kendra took a deep breath. “I don’t hate you. Anymore. I mean, we all know what doing nothing brought us. At least you were trying to do something. Maybe it was dumb and it backfired, but God — we’ve been living in the mud for so long. How can I get mad at somebody for trying to lift us out of it?”
 “All I did was sink us all deeper in it. I’m useless.” Julie sighed.
 “No you’re not,” Kendra said. “You’re trying. Nobody else was trying. Nobody’s tried for years.”
 Kendra looked sincere. Julie wished she could believe it, but she knew she had let everybody down. It would have been a little easier if Kendra had been mad; somehow her forgiveness actually made Julie feel worse. This wasn’t just some weird, angry girl she’d let down. This was her friend.
 “You should rest,” Gerber said. “Do you want to stay here, or...”
 “I’m gonna go back to my bed,” Julie said. She got off the table and stood. She could walk without limping, but she could definitely feel the pain in the back of her leg. She grabbed the bullet and stuffed it into a pouch on her utility belt. She figured she should put it on a necklace or something just to celebrate the fact that it hadn’t killed her.
 “I can take you guys home if you want,” Gerber said to Kendra and Anthony.
 “We’re fine. We can definitely handle ourselves if we have to,” Kendra said.
 Anthony struck a ready pose.
 “I wish someone would jump me. I’ll make ‘em wish they never messed with me,” he said.
 “Sure you will, tough guy,” Kendra said, smiling. They said goodbye, and Julie said she’d see them tomorrow.
 “Can we come here?” Anthony begged. “It’s so much cooler than the roof.”
 “Yeah. Of course,” Julie said. “My secret lair is your secret lair.”
 They walked out, leaving Julie and Gerber alone.
 “Well, thanks,” Julie said.
 “Listen. There’s a price for my services. If I’m gonna be the guy to nurse you back to health, you have to take my advice about some things.”
 “Like what?”
 “Like don’t go there tonight. Please. We will get your friend back. And we’ll do it right and we’ll hurt everybody who participated in this. But don’t go charging in there without a plan. They’ll get you. They’re not that smart, but they’re not dumb enough to get caught flatfooted again.”
 “Okay,” Julie said. And she meant it when she said it. But then she went back to the Rookery and turned on the news.
 “…Mayor’s son Tyler McEwan is still missing at this hour. According to police commissioner Grayson, a ransom note has been received. The kidnappers are threatening to send a piece of young Tyler’s body to City Hall for every hour their demands are not met.”
 Yeah. She was going to lie down and go to sleep in her comfy four poster bed knowing that the people who killed her mom were going to start cutting up the boy she liked. No chance.
 Her heart was pounding, and her face was hot. Not again. She’d lost too much. Too many. She was not going to let those sons of bitches do this to her again. She didn’t care if she had to go through every room on every one of the seventy floors of the Hume Tower. She was going to find Tyler. And when she did, she was going to hurt people. Maybe a lot of people.
 She probably should sew up the back of her costume before striking out into the night, but there was no time for that. She went to the armory and grabbed two collapsable batons. They were fantastic for breaking kneecaps. Or so Mom had always told her.
 She looked at the Red Talon costume on the mannequin and stifled a laugh. She felt much closer to Mom here than she ever had at the cemetery. What a stupid thing it was for her to go there. But if she hadn’t gone there, she never would have met Tyler.
 “Mom,” Julie said to the mannequin, “if you can hear me, please help me.” She felt kind of embarrassed talking to a costume on a mannequin, but nobody was around to see. “I don’t know if there’s anything you can do, if you can see me or hear me or anything, but if you are there somewhere and you can hear me and you have awesome ghost superpowers or whatever, please guide my hands. Guide my feet. Let me walk in the path of righteousness and strike down my enemies. Please. Amen.”
 Weird. She’d mouthed along to the prayers in the St. Andrew’s chapel, but she’d never meant it before. She hoped her mom could hear her. “Well, if not, I’m on my own,” she said. “But I’m getting used to that.”
 She flew out of the top of the bell tower and looked at the bright lights of downtown. To the south, Pollock Hills was teeming with criminals. Her time would probably be better spent preventing the numerous robberies and assaults that would doubtless take place in the pursuit of Snake Oil. But she had no stomach for beating up oilers tonight. Not when her friend was in danger. Not when she had a chance to inflict some pain on the people who really deserved it. The people who had ruined her life, the people who had ruined her city, the people who kept trying to take everything good in her life and smash it to pieces.
 If she had to tear that tower down piece by piece, someone was going to scream for mercy tonight. And they’d get nothing. Not from her.
 She streaked through the sky as fast as she’d ever flown. The buildings below blurred as she raced toward Hume Tower. If anyone looked up into the night sky, they’d see nothing but a flash of movement. Later, they’d wonder if they’d seen anything at all.
 As she neared the tower, it occurred to her that she probably should have done some kind of preparation. She didn’t even know which businesses were in the tower, and which were controlled by the Syndicate. She knew she’d been to some terrible charity fundraiser with Mom in the hotel ballroom on the mezzanine level, but she had no idea how high up the hotel went.
 She figured there must be some sort of boiler room — some dark, dank space with filthy floors and moist pipes dripping condensation — where Tyler would be tied up. Somewhere that could be in any building, so he’d never know where he’d been held. Somewhere disgusting and uncomfortable that would break his spirit and make him cry and beg and humiliate himself.
 Not tonight. He would not be the one crying tonight.
 She reached the tower and circled it three times. Satisfied that there were no enforcers on the ground with oil-drenched arrows, she flew into the entrance to the parking garage, neatly zipping through the space between the arm that came down for each car and the severe tire damage spikes below.
 She was in. And she was angry. She would strike a blow for justice tonight. And New Edinburgh would never be the same.
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Assault on Hume Tower

Julie flew through the underground parking garage. A sign on a concrete pillar yelled, “Level V. Valet Parking for Caledonian Hotel ONLY!” She spotted a glass enclosure with elevators at the end of the aisle. She headed straight for it, then stopped her flight and landed gently on the concrete behind two identical black Lincolns. Maybe it was a coincidence. She examined the Lincolns. The one on the right had a dent in the passenger door. She could have made that when kicking the doors. Or maybe these were just Lincolns that happened to be parked in the garage of a luxury hotel. It’s not like that was so unlikely. Still, she took note of the spaces they were in: 36 and 37.
 She walked into the little elevator lobby. She didn’t fancy the idea of climbing into an elevator. Being trapped in a tiny space just seemed like bad strategy. She opened the door for the stairwell. Just to her right was a door marked “Employees Only.”
 Julie figured this was the valet station, and she pushed the door open. The cloying smell of burning Snake Oil assaulted her nose. Two valets looked at her, panic in their eyes.
 “Whoa,” said the one with long blond hair and about two days worth of stubble. “Are you real?”
 The other, smaller, with dark hair and wearing sunglasses in the flourescent-lit sub-basement room said, “I don’t think she’s real.”
 “I’m not real,” Julie said. “So you probably shouldn’t tell anybody you saw me. Otherwise they’ll know you were getting high on the job.”
 Both men nodded their heads sagely, and Julie grabbed the clipboard that sat on the desk. Next to the 36 and 37, she saw this: STEVENSON, Suite 804.
 Stevenson was not exactly an uncommon name in New Edinburgh. But Robert Louis Stevenson was also the author of Kidnapped!. Was this the kidnappers’ sick joke with themselves, or just another coincidence?
 “Trust your gut,” Sonia’s voice said in her head. “It’s usually right.”
 “You’d better be right, Mom,” Julie whispered. “Or I’m about to really ruin somebody’s night.” Maybe Tyler was in some sub basement, but his kidnappers were enjoying the luxury of the Caledonian Hotel. She’d have a much easier time catching them off guard in their fancy hotel room and beating Tyler’s location out of them than she would opening every door to every utility room in the tower.
 She turned to walk out of the valet room, and the short valet stuck an arm out and smacked her in the side of the head.
 Without even thinking, Julie grabbed the valet’s arm and spun him around, dropping him to the floor.
 The valet moaned. “I just wanted to see if you’re real,” he said.
 “I’m not,” Julie said. “I already told you.” She walked out the door and began flying up the stairs. She wouldn’t have a chance at infiltrating the room without the occupants noticing, but she’d need something to get them to open the door at least a crack.
 At level B1, she smelled hamburgers and figured she was near the room-service kitchen. She opened the door and watched as white-clad kitchen employees and red-clad waiters and waitresses bustled past her.
 They all seemed so busy and focused on their work that nobody even glanced sideways. A good thing, because Julie would probably stand out in her powder blue costume with her black hair flowing out from under her hood. She followed a particularly tired-looking waitress to the locker room, then ducked into a closet until the waitress emerged from the locker room in her street clothes.
 Julie ducked into the locker room and donned the red uniform. It smelled of sweat and wine, and the sleeves were too long for her. But all she had to do was get through the door.
 Walking out of the locker room, she encountered a red-faced, white haired guy in a red waiter’s uniform. “Take this to 513!” he yelled at her as he handed her a tray.
 “You got it,” Julie said. The tray was heavy. She headed to the elevator and peeked under the silver dome over the plates. She saw two bowls of soup and two sandwiches. “Sorry, 513,” she whispered. “These are headed up to 804.” She wandered through the floor and followed the flow of traffic until she came to an elevator. She walked in with two other red-suited hotel employees.
 “Eight, please,” she said.
 The guy next to her looked down at her. “Gangsters,” he said. “Lucky. Those creeps tip like it’s the last night of their lives.”
 “I guess it might be,” Julie said. Or the last night of mine, she thought.
 The other waiters got off at three and four, leaving Julie alone to ride up to the eighth floor. She took deep breaths but couldn’t stop her heart from pounding.
 The doors creaked open at the eighth floor. Julie stepped out, already in combat fugue. It wasn’t like she was outside of herself — not exactly — but she did feel like time was slowing down. And, best of all, she wasn’t thinking of anything. All of her hopes, all of her regrets, all of her doubts fled her mind as she focused on the fight to come. She would get Tyler out. And she would inflict pain.
 “Eight hundred,” she said under her breath, “Eight oh-two… Eight oh four. Here we go. Mommy, if you can hear me, I can really use some help right now.”
 She pressed the buzzer next to the door.
 “Who is it?” a voice said from behind the door.
 “Room service!” Julie said brightly.
 “We didn’t order any.”
 “Are you sure?” Julie said. “Can you just open up? If I take this back to the kitchen cold it’s my butt. Maybe they got the wrong room or something, but I get docked if I don’t at least get a signature next to the box that says ‘guest rejects this order.’” She sweated. She had no idea if this was a credible story or not.
 “Fine,” the guy behind the door grunted. The lock clicked as it turned, and the door began to open.
 “Here we go,” Julie thought.
 She kicked the door open and felt a satisfying thud as it slammed into the head of the guy who’d been behind it. He let out a grunt, and Julie forced her way into the room.
 There was another enforcer in a chair to the right. She flung the silver dome at him and scanned the rest of the room. The door to the bedroom was opening — she figured she’d see at least two more enforcers in a second. She grabbed a bowl of hot soup and smashed it in the face of the enforcer who’d been behind the door. It wasn’t hot enough to cause major damage, but it would certainly be uncomfortable.
 The bedroom door opened, and, as she predicted, two enforcers emerged. She quickly grabbed two plates and tossed them toward the enforcers. And turned with a flying spin kick that caught the enforcer in the chair in the face, breaking his nose. Blood spurted and the man cried out, but The Bluebird had other things to worry about.
 Reaching into her belt, she pulled out the collapsible batons and whipped them to full extension. She smashed the kneecap of the guy with soup on his face, and he went down. She threw the other one in the direction of the bedroom door, and it hit the lead enforcer in the forehead. His hands went to his forehead, which began to bleed. That left the one behind him. Julie flew full speed toward them and, fist out, she slammed into the lead enforcer, crumpling him into the one behind him. Grabbing the baton from the floor, she deftly struck at four kneecaps, heard four cracks, and flew back to the other side of the room as the cries of pain filled the air.
 Only the enforcer who’d been in the chair remained in the fight, and he slowly rose to his feet, face bleeding. Julie landed in front of him, and as he fumbled in his jacket for the pistol in his shoulder holster, she brought the baton full force into his groin, and when he bent in two, she smacked both his ears with her open palms. He was on the ground in the fetal position, and Julie gave him a swift kick in the midsection and grabbed the pistol from his shoulder holster.
 “Where’s Tyler?” She yelled. She hadn’t had firearms training, but she’d seen enough movies. She cocked the hammer of the pistol, and the click echoed through the room. She pressed the pistol to the temple of the enforcer she’d taken it from.
 “You wanna tell me, or you wanna die?” She yelled. She did not stop to think about whether she would actually pull the trigger. The enforcer squealed, and Julie quelled whatever doubts she had by imagining the frightened whimpers of the girls she’d been kidnapped with.
 “One!” she shouted. “You do not want me to get to three! It’ll be the last thing you ever hear. Two!”
 “He’s in the next room!” the enforcer yelled, his voice a high-pitched whine. “I swear!”
 “He’d better be,” Julie said. She gave him another swift kick in the stomach to make sure he stayed down for a while, then proceeded toward the door to the bedroom.
 Brown shag carpet covered the floor, and a glass-topped coffee table sat in front of a white leather couch. Abstract black-and-white art adorned the walls. Julie was only halfway across the room when she heard the sound of hands clapping slowly coming from inside the bedroom. She froze, dropped to one knee and leveled the gun at the doorway to the bedroom.
 She was ready for anything. Anything but what she saw, which was the seven-foot-tall, olive-green-clad figure of Blaine Osgood, General Freedom himself, emerging from the bedroom.
 He was clapping and looking at Julie with a smile on his face. She uncocked the gun but did not drop it. “General Freedom? I don’t understand,” she said.
 “No, you clearly don’t. And put that gun down, sweetie. Metas don’t use firearms. It ruins the image.” Something was wrong. Very wrong. If General Freedom had been in the bedroom the entire time, why had he let Julie fight the enforcers on her own?
 “Call me sweetie again and I’ll ruin more than your image, Osgood,” the Bluebird barked, showing bravado Julie didn’t feel. General Freedom was the ASAC’s most beloved and most powerful meta. With bullets bouncing off his armored chest, he’d ensured an Allied victory in Europe thirty years ago and the Pax Americana that had followed. He wasn’t just a man; he was the living symbol of the ASAC. Even though Julie knew something was very wrong here, she couldn’t quite overcome the awe she felt.
 The General laughed. “Spunky! I love it. But please, call me General. You fought with skill — a little harsh, perhaps, definitely heavy on the substance and light on the style — but I can’t quibble with the results.” He gestured at the enforcers groaning on the floor.
 Julie wanted desperately to ask what was going on, but as confused as she was, she didn’t like the General’s smile, just a little too wide to be sincere, and she didn’t want him to know how overwhelmed she felt. So she stood her ground and said nothing.
 “So you’ve passed the audition,” General Freedom said. “And I now have a proposition for you.”
 “I’m listening,” Julie said. She still had a clear path to the door, and, strong as he was, General Freedom couldn’t fly. She could get away and figure this out later. But if she left without rescuing Tyler, what was the point of this whole adventure?
 “I am giving you the chance to join us. The Legion of Freedom. You’ll come to New Amsterdam, train with us, live at Freedom Plaza, and fight evil.”
 The Legion of Freedom. General Freedom. The Gray Ghost. Bulldog. The Stevedore. The Stickler. The Inspectre. Lightning Lady. Fathom. The Black Reformer. Every metahuman worth talking about was a member of the Legion of Freedom. They fought menaces from outer space. They battled the Assembly of Evil. And they wanted her. Her face flushed, and her heart beat faster. She wasn’t a failure. Not if the best heroes in the world wanted her. She was a real hero. A real hero like her mother.
 Her mother, who had fought and died for New Edinburgh. As much as Julie wanted it all — living at Freedom Plaza, being known worldwide as a hero, protecting the Earth from evil — this was her home. She wasn’t going to abandon Anthony and Kendra and Gerber and Tyler to the Syndicate so she could go train in a shiny room. She still had work to do here.
 “Thank you, General. But I’ve got my hands full fighting evil here. This was my mother’s city, and it’s my city, and I’m not going to run away from it, tail between my legs, and leave it in the greasy paws of the Syndicate.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized that she might have insulted the General. He was, after all, a New Edinburgh native who’d left the city years ago.
 The General’s face reddened, and his smile tightened. “Well, that’s an unfortunate choice. Violet!”
 “Violet?” Julie asked.
 The Legion of Freedom member known to the world as The Stickler, sporting a purple jacket and fishnet stockings, emerged from the bedroom. “Violet Smythe-Beauregard,” she said, smiling at Julie. Walking toward Julie, she extended a hand as if to shake hands with The Bluebird. Julie tensed, and The Stickler shot an expanding glob of sticky goo from each finger.
 Trying to escape the balls of adhesive that might have suffocated her, Julie leaped for the door but could not quite reach it. Two of the sticky balls hit her legs and dripped down to the floor. She was stuck fast.
 Knowing it was futile, she squeezed the trigger of the gun until every chamber was empty. Three of her shots bounced harmlessly off General Freedom’s armored breastplate, and Julie wished she’d had firearms training so she could get a shot into the weak points where the pieces of his armor met. Meanwhile, The Stickler shot an adhesive shield from her hand, stopping the three bullets Julie aimed in her direction. Julie wondered how much glue The Stickler had used up; she hoped there wasn’t enough left to suffocate her.
 “Why are you doing this?” Julie screamed. “We’re on the same side!”
 General Freedom walked over to her and drove the toe of his shiny black boot into Julie’s midsection, knocking the wind out of her. He did it again, and Julie dry heaved, unable to vomit. “I told you to drop the damn gun,” he said. “That’s what you get for your insolence. As for why we’re doing this…we’re doing it because we thought you could be useful. You’re vicious and determined, and we need those qualities in the Legion of Freedom. Unfortunately, you don’t possess the third quality we’re seeking: intelligence. Mayor?”
 The mayor of New Edinburgh walked out of the bedroom, and, behind him, looking at the ground, Tyler. “Tyler!” Julie gasped. “You’re okay!”
 He would not return her gaze. He stared at the shag carpet as if it were the most interesting thing on earth.
 “Of course he’s okay, dolt,” General Freedom said. “He was never in danger.”
 “But,” Julie gasped out, “they said they were going to — ”
 “Cut off his toes or some such nonsense. Yes. This is what I mean when I say you lack intelligence. You really thought the cemetery where your mother’s grave is would be completely empty but for one handsome teenage boy? Especially after you had already shown your face there? We knew you’d be back. And the only reason you’re alive right now is that the Legion took charge of capturing you because we thought you might be useful to us.”
 Julie was speechless. She willed her tears back into her eyes, but they wouldn’t obey. They ran silently down her cheeks, betraying her.
 The General saw her tears and laughed. “It’s all sinking in now, eh? The time young Tyler here spent in the locker room? He was calling his father to put the fake kidnapping in motion. A sham that was entirely for… and to your benefit, by the way. Our friends here wanted to just eliminate you and argued quite strenuously for your death. But your raids on both the club and the cement factory showed you to be fearless, skilled, and a good tactician. Not good enough, sadly. In the end, just another bubbleheaded teenage girl too easily distracted by a boy with good hair.”
 “Tyler?” Julie said. Her face burned with shame and humiliation. She’d believed him. She’d been stupid enough to think a boy who was strong but vulnerable and slightly sad would be interested in her. God, it was like he was cast straight out of a romance comic. Foolish girl. General Freedom was right about that. Well, Bluebird, she thought, you always wanted some glimpse of a regular life. And you certainly got it. Your teenage silliness just cost you your life. She knew she would never escape this night alive. But she was not going to go quietly.
 “Tyler, you’ve killed me!” Julie yelled, her voice raw and tears she hated streaming down her cheeks. “How could you do this to me? Why?”
 He raised his head. “You need help,” he said. “You believe in fairy tales, and you start fires and damage property, and if you don’t get the help you need, you’re going to hurt more people, and maybe even yourself.” He looked back at the rug. He really believed what he was saying.
 Julie spat in his direction. The gob arced through the air and landed two feet away, nowhere near Tyler. “God, it was easier to think you were evil. You’re an idiot, Tyler. And your stupidity is going to get me killed. They’re not going to help me, Tyler. They’re going to kill me, like they killed my mom. And if you ever figure out how incredibly stupid you’ve been, they’ll kill you too.”
 Tyler looked at her for a moment, and she saw anguish in his eyes. “Come on son,” the Mayor said. “Let’s go home.”
 “Sleep tight,” Julie said. “You’ve killed me, Tyler. You have to live with that forever: I’m dead because of you!” She was crying. She really was going to die. And not in a fight, not while taking out some horrible Syndicate evil. She was going to die because she’d liked the wrong boy.
 Tyler and his father exited the suite, leaving Julie alone with the enforcers she’d disabled, General Freedom, and The Stickler. General Freedom sighed loudly “Ah, hell hath no fury, eh? Violet, bind her hands and legs, and we’ll be on our way.”
 The Stickler wrapped strands of adhesive around her wrists and thighs, at the same time dissolving the gobs that held her to the floor. Julie might be able to hop, but she couldn’t punch or kick. If she got free for even a second, she might be able to fly, she thought… but The Stickler fashioned a length of sticky rope which ran from her wrists to the hand of General Freedom. So much for flying. “Why?” Julie cried. “Why? You’re supposed to be the good guys!”
 General Freedom rolled his eyes. “We are the good guys. It’s just that we serve a larger good than you seem to possess the ability to understand. Pity. Your whore mother had the same problem. She also shared your gullibility. Do you know, when we came to take her, she just opened the door.”
 She knew it would be pointless to struggle, that she’d only be giving them what they wanted, but she thought she might be able to break The Stickler’s shackles. No chance. Instead, she just glared at General Freedom. “And yet, even a whore has more integrity than you. You’re a fraud and a sellout.” She stared at The Stickler, who wouldn’t meet her gaze.
 “You see,” General Freedom said, “that’s where you’re wrong. I’ll tell you on the way to the peat bog. So you’ll at least get to die where your precious mother died.”
 He led her to the hall and down the elevator. He could take her right out the front door to her death because who would question General Freedom and The Stickler transporting a bound suspect? Nobody. It was pointless for her to yell.
 She was going to die. She couldn’t really believe it. Even with Syndicate enforcers shooting at her, she hadn’t believed that they could really kill her. But there was no way out of this: two members of the Legion of Freedom against one girl with her hands and legs bound.
 They dragged her through the hotel lobby. She was forced to shuffle her feet quickly and take tiny steps. It was either that or be dragged. Either way, she was deprived of walking to her death with dignity.
 The hotel guests and staff stared at her. Who was this villain being apprehended by the Legion of Freedom? A young boy broke away from his mother and ran toward General Freedom, clutching the latest issue of General Freedom Comics. “General?” He said. “Can I… can I have your autograph?”
 General Freedom beamed, his fake smile lighting up the lobby. “Of course, young man,” he said. He grabbed the pen and signed the cover of the boy’s comic and handed it back to him.
 “Is she a bad guy?” The kid said.
 “She sure is, son,” General Freedom said.
 “What did she do?” the kid said. They were walking away from him now.
 “I stood up for New Edinburgh against the parasites and frauds that suck us dry,” Julie said. “And I found out that the good guys are really the bad guys. And now they’re taking me to the peat bog to murder me like they murdered Red Talon.”
 The General just laughed and rotated his index finger next to his temple. “Sorry about that, son. She’s a little bit crazy.”
 The kid laughed. “She sure is!”
 “Go to the Estates and ask them how crazy I am,” Julie said.
 “You’re not going to convince anyone you’re not crazy by telling young children to go to the Estates,” General Freedom whispered in her ear.
 “Plenty of kids have to live there every day. In the hell you created,” Julie said.
 A black limousine pulled up outside the hotel, and The Stickler forced her head down and shoved her into the car. She slid along the seat, making room for the other metas, then realized it was pretty stupid for her to be polite to them.
 Well, her stupidity had gotten her into this mess. No sense in abandoning it now. She smiled to herself.
 “You see, we didn’t create the hell of the Estates,” General Freedom said. “We just made a deal with its creators. And it’s a damn good deal, too. We gave them New Caledonia, New Bavaria, and Cuba. And we got the entire rest of the continent! And a shiny new headquarters to boot! Don’t you see? We made life better for most of the people in the Allied States of America and the Carribean!”
 “By shaking hands with the devil. By abandoning children to the clutches of people who beat and rape them. Nice job, hero.”
 The General sighed. “You’re just a simple-minded child. You think the world is black and white, but most of the world consists of shades of gray. You think there’s purity and evil, but there’s both almost everywhere. We made a sensible, logical deal that spared more than half the residents of this country untold misery.”
 Julie looked at General Freedom’s face. He was so smug. “Coward,” she said, and in a flash, General Freedom’s hand struck out and slapped her across the face. She was woozy and tasted blood in her mouth, but he must have held back because her head was attached to her body.
 She spat the blood in his direction, but it just dribbled down onto her chest. She smiled. “I crippled the last guy who did that,” she said.
 “You little fool. Do you have any idea of the trouble you’ve caused? Your little tantrums have put the entire truce at risk!”
 “What a shame,” she whispered. “Your masters in the Syndicate must be displeased with you.” She braced herself for the next blow, but it never came.
 They rode the rest of the way to the peat bog in silence.
 The car stopped. General Freedom climbed from the car and pulled Julie out. He tapped the roof of the car, and it drove away with The Stickler, still refusing to look at Julie, in the back.
 “Wow. You have the guts to do this yourself?”Julie asked. “I thought you were going to have your little dog do it for you.”
 General Freedom smiled. “I told you that you would have the chance to die like your mother died. Screaming. The Stickler could suffocate you, I could break you in half, but neither of us can cause the kind of pain that our friend can. He’ll be along directly.”
 He pulled Julie from the road and into the bog. Scrubby, knee-high grass covered the wet ground, and the bog was dotted with small copses of trees. A forest ringed the bog, and, except for the road behind them, there was no evidence of human activity out here. It was a grim place to die. She thought about Potterrow Cemetery, of the way the sun broke over the hills and lit up the entire place, and how beautiful it looked.
 She heard a buzzing sound in the distance. It was getting slowly louder. General Freedom looked at the road. “Ah. That will be your executioner.” The buzzing grew louder and louder, and eventually Julie saw a figure on a cherry red motorcycle. The motorcycle braked, and a man dismounted. He walked slowly toward General Freedom. Julie did not recognize him. He wasn’t a member of the Legion of Freedom. She wondered where he’d hidden the flamethrower that was going to end her life.
 “You’d trust a non-meta to do your killing for you?” she said.
 “No,” General Freedom said. “This is a friend of mine. Jimmy Bonaparte Sturgis. He’s from New Edinburgh, but he lives at Freedom Plaza now. Sometimes the Legion has to do things that… well, let’s say they might appear less than completely heroic to an otherwise adoring public. So it helps to have a friend like Jimmy. Or, as he likes to be called, Firebug.”
 Jimmy, a middle-aged man with a doughy, stubbly face and a mop of dirty blond hair, smiled a wan smile and waved. As he waved, tiny flames shot from the tips of each of his fingers.
 And all of Julie’s bravado disappeared. The Firebug. The arson had stopped when the metas left. Because they took the Fraser Firebug with them. He’d killed her entire family. Twice.
 “He’s a murderer. He was a murderer before you left. Fraser — ”
 The General waved a hand at her. “Yes of course. As I told you before, the world is not black and white. There are shades of gray. You’ll understand when you get older. Or, rather, you would understand if you were going to get older.”
 “He killed my sister! Burned my entire family to death when I was two years old! He murdered babies!”
 “Yes. We knew that. About him. Not about you, though…” He shrugged. “Well, now he gets to finish the job he should have completed thirteen years ago.”
 Julie looked into the eyes of the Firebug. She expected to see glee in his eyes at the evil he was about to commit. Instead, he just looked tired. She looked at the General; he was smiling, eyes bright, all but salivating at the prospect of her death.
 “I’m sorry,” the Firebug said to Julie. “I don’t… I don’t want to.”
 “Then don’t,” Julie said.

 The Firebug sighed. “You don’t understand.”
 “I guess not,” Julie said. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with fresh air before the smell of her burning flesh contaminated her last breaths. She thought of her mother, and tears started to fall from her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mommy,” she whispered. “I failed. I failed you.”
 She’d never been religious, and she had no idea what was waiting for her on the other side of the grave. But she knew this: most of the people who had ever loved her were dead. Maybe she’d get to be with them.
 She closed her eyes and waited for the flames to consume her. Not much of a life, in the end, but it was one she could be proud of. At least she’d tried. How many people live their whole lives without being able to say that? In New Edinburgh, most of them. “I’m coming, Mommy,” she whispered.
 And then she felt herself yanked backwards, smacking the ground. Her breath went out of her and she wondered if she’d been shot. Forcing her eyes open, she saw Red Talon looking down at her.
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Red Talon Returns

“Mommy?” Julie cried. But she’d seen her body! How could she be alive? There was only one explanation that made sense. Julie was dead. And her mom was here to comfort her on her journey to the other side. But why could she still feel the pain where her back had hit the ground?
 Red Talon placed her gloved hands over Julie’s ears, and, above her, Julie saw Anthony level the Silent Scream at the Firebug and pull the trigger. Red Talon lifted her mask slightly, revealing Kendra’s freckled face. “Just borrowed the suit. Hope it’s okay. Intimidate your enemies, that kind of thing.”
 Julie sat up, puzzled and thrilled to be alive. She couldn’t decide whether to hug Kendra and Anthony or scold them for putting themselves at risk. The Firebug lay on the ground twitching, smoke curling from his fingers. So he wouldn’t be roasting her. But they still had to face The Most Powerful Man on Earth.
 Kendra had Gerber’s gardening shears and was cutting Julie’s bonds. But General Freedom, his face beet red, was charging toward them. “Get away!” Julie yelled at Kendra. “He’ll kill you! He’s too strong for us!”
 Kendra kept cutting. Julie’s hands were free, so she might be able to catch General Freedom’s booted foot if it came toward her head. Otherwise, she was pretty helpless. Anthony leveled the Talon and pulled the trigger. It shot a dart that bounced off General Freedom’s chest.
 She yelled at Anthony and Kendra. “Will you get out of here? Please!” She couldn’t die knowing she’d taken her friends to their deaths as well. And the General would be here in less than a second. Julie struggled to her feet, hoping to shield Kendra and Anthony, to take enough of General Freedom’s punches that the other two would have a chance to get away. Please, she thought to them. Get away. Let me die a hero.
 A quick movement caught the corner of her eye, and then a grappling hook followed by steel cable shot across her field of vision. That’s not a weapon, she wanted to say. It’s just for climbing.
 Except it was also a weapon, because General Freedom got tangled up in the cable that shot at his feet and fell flat on his face.
 And in a flash, the black-hooded form of The Resurrectionist rose from the grass. The grappling gun was in his left hand, and his right was gripping something Julie couldn’t see. He dropped to his knees and jammed his right fist right into the joint in General Freedom’s armor just below his left buttock. He dropped the grappling gun and pushed down on the top of his fist with his left palm.
 This last gesture puzzled Julie until The Resurrectionist hopped up and moved away from General Freedom’s prone body. The hot shot was still there, stuck in General Freedom’s backside. Enough Snake Oil to kill a man. But maybe not a metaman like General Freedom. Too bad. The Resurrectionist looked her way, and though his face was masked, she could sense him grinning.
 “I can’t think of a better use for that!” The Bluebird said.
 “Me neither,” The Resurrectionist returned.
 General Freedom slowly lifted his head and looked at Julie, eyes heavy-lidded and puzzled. “What… what happened?”
 “Payback,” The Bluebird said.
 The General pushed himself up to his elbows, and everyone tensed for battle. And then his eyes rolled back in his head, and he flopped down to the ground. Kendra cut the glue at Julie’s thighs, and she stood up. She was sorely tempted to kick General Freedom over and over and over again, to put all her anger into him. She pictured his teeth cracking, the blood flowing, and every ounce of her pain flowing out of her foot and curling up inside General Freedom’s guts, where it would eat him alive from the inside.
 But she somehow knew that even killing General Freedom wouldn’t take her pain away. It wouldn’t bring her mother back.
 She slowly turned to Anthony and Kendra. “How did you guys find me?” she said.
 “You never remember to turn that comlink off,” Anthony said. “I was in my room when it came on. I guess you were in the hotel room.”
 While fighting the enforcers, one of the blows to her head had triggered the comlink. The comlink she’d been too stupid to even think of turning on. She knew it wasn’t the ghost of her dead mother guiding her hand as she sought vengeance, it was just a lucky break. But even though she knew it was silly, she wanted to believe maybe Sonia Rouge was looking out for her after all.
 “So we went as fast as we could to the Rookery, and we got the stuff and the Resurrectionist drove us out here in his rickety old truck — ”
 “Not exactly a heroic vehicle, but it got us here,” Gerber chimed in.
 “Well, I’m glad… I… you saved my life, and…” She looked at Kendra in the Red Talon costume and Anthony in no costume at all and Gerber tugging the black hood off his head, and she was too full of emotions to say anything. She had so many feelings — grief for her mom, anger at Tyler’s duplicity, sadness at her own stupidity. Above it all, the feeling that she was lucky to have friends who literally put their lives on the line for her. She didn’t deserve that kind of love. Her heart was so full it was overflowing, tears spilling out of her eyes.
 She cried and cried and cried, and the hands of her friends rubbed her back, and the voices of her friends told her she was going to be all right, and the best part of all was that, for the first time since her mom disappeared, she believed them.
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A New Day

A cold winter wind blew across the city. The few brown leaves still on the ground crackled as they rolled across the parks and down the streets.
 The steam from the breweries blew across downtown, and the morning air smelled thick and malty. Double-decker buses were beginning to crawl through the streets, and a few people were just starting to leave their homes in the early light of dawn.
 A flock of geese flew across the New Edinburgh Common, heading south and honking all the way.
 In the River Forth, the barges loaded with coal and iron and, hidden among their cargoes, drums of Snake Oil, chugged slowly upstream. And floating downstream, towards New Amsterdam, was a small dinghy bearing a seven-foot tall man clad in olive green armor. He appeared to be dead, but he drew shallow breaths. Pinned to his chest was this note:
 “Enjoy the itch. And when you can talk again, spread the word: stay the hell out of my city. All of you. — The Bluebird.”
 Outside police headquarters, a man lay unconscious, trussed in steel cables and wrapped in wet towels. Attached to the towels was this note: “Enclosed please find the Fraser Firebug. Please make sure he pays for his crimes. I dedicate this capture to Maria, Pedro, Luz and Flor Azul. — The Resurrectionist.”
 Inside the Rookery, Howard Gerber cooked breakfast for The Bluebird, Red Talon, himself, and a boy wrestling with the problem of which of the eight hero names he’d chosen was the coolest. They were exhausted but happy.
 In the Mayor’s Mansion, a boy sneaked into his father’s office and, using the digits of his late mother’s birthday as the combination to the lock, he opened the file cabinet. He pulled out a file and began to read. And then another. And another. Soon he was racked with sobs as he realized the depth and horror of his own ignorance. Under his breath, he swore vengeance. He would find a way to redeem himself. Or die trying.
 Most of the malefactors in New Edinburgh were still asleep. When they rose later in the day, they would sense something just slightly, almost imperceptibly, different about the city they thought of as their own.
 And out in the harbor, the wind blew across the water, and all the ships still at anchor swung around at their moorings.
 The tide was turning.
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